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ABSTRACT

With increasing globalization, more people are moving across borders and
between countries than ever before. Immigrants often come to the United States to create
better lives for themselves and take advantage of the opportunities available. Yet for
skilled immigrants this is often an idealistic goal, since there are many barriers to
employment that prevent these individuals from working in their professional fields.
Through a mixed methods approach encompassing case studies from literature, original
survey data, and insights drawn from interviews and discussions, this thesis investigates
the different barriers to employment for foreign-born workers in Maine, and provides
recommendations for addressing these obstacles. The most significant barriers identified
were lack of English language skills, inability to have credentials (such as education and
professional training) recognized and transferred, and confusion surrounding standards of
the U.S. job market and the cultural elements of networking and the job application
process. The most impactful recommendations, corresponding to these challenges, were
the implementation of training programs in areas such as English language and retraining
for specific professions, as well as support in navigating the job search and application
process, streamlining the credential evaluation process, and working with employers
directly to establish programs tailored to their specific labor needs. Maine’s unique
demographic situation provides greater incentive for reducing or eliminating obstacles
that hinder immigrants seeking employment in skilled positions who can provide needed
labor to combat an employment crisis.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The United States has a reputation for being a nation of immigrants throughout its
history. Up to the present day, migration into the United States continues to increase —
the number of foreign-born individuals in the United States has more than quadrupled
since 1965, when they comprised 5% of the population, up to 13.5% by 2015 (Nicholson,
2017). Regardless of motive or the driving factors that led them to uproot their lives and
seek new ones, these individuals try to establish themselves on a number of levels,
including that of an occupation. Most will accept any job they can find at first, eager to
begin earning a living and supporting their families. Yet many arrive possessing
qualifications including education and professional training or certification with hopes of
reestablishing themselves at a higher-skill level in their chosen profession. Barriers to
employment and credential transfer at systemic and individual levels can make this
impossible and relegate these hopeful professionals to low-skill positions, where they
lose any prospect of career advancement and are unable to contribute their skills and
knowledge to Maine’s economy. For example, one individual who reached out personally
during the course of this research mentioned that her father was an engineer in his home
country of Vietnam. Upon arriving in the United States, he had to resort to being a
dishwasher, and later a car mechanic to support himself and his family while he was
gaining skills to re-enter the profession in the United States. This is just one case, but it is
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indicative of the barriers to employment and disregard for credentials that many new
Mainers face.
Using U.S. Census data, the Center for Immigration Studies reported that in 2014,
there were 42.4 million immigrants in the United States (13.3 percent of the nation’s
population, the highest percentage in 94 years). Many are leaving their countries of origin
as refugees, fleeing conflict, oppression, or natural disasters. Others specifically
immigrate to the United States for better economic and professional opportunities.
However, a report by World Education Services using Migration Policy Institute (MPI)
data indicates that “more than 1.3 million college-educated immigrants [in the United
States] are unemployed or working in unskilled jobs because they are unable to make full
use of their academic and professional credentials,” (Yildiz, 2009). This means that not
only are these newcomers struggling without jobs or losing money through skill
mismatch, but society as a whole loses potential benefits that could be gained from
incorporating these skills into specific labor sectors.
In addition, policies at the organizational, state, and federal levels can contradict
each other, making the entire system more difficult to navigate (Rabben, 2013).
Immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers may face additional challenges to finding work
in their field such as discrimination, lack of familiarity with the U.S. job market culture,
lack of professional connections or limited English proficiency. Data suggest that
“nonrecognition of foreign academic and professional credentials and limited English
proficiency” are the most significant factors contributing to “the underutilization of highskilled immigrant workers,” (Batalova and Fix, 2008). All these factors affect the ability
of immigrants in Maine to transfer skills and credentials, such as degrees and professional

2

experience, from their countries of origin to the United States to find employment in their
fields.
This thesis will investigate the question, “What barriers do foreign-born residents
of Maine face in integrating into the labor market?” The research will also address
potential changes in policy and other domains that can be taken to help these individuals
overcome these barriers, with the goal of informing improvements to the system of
economic integration for foreign-born residents of Maine. Answers to this question will
be derived from an investigation through prior literature into factors such as regulations
at different levels, including federal and organizational, as well as general immigration
policy and cultural reception and perception. This thesis will examine the transfer of
skills and credentials for immigrants with different legal statuses who have professional
experience in their countries of origin. Specifically, the thesis will explore obstacles in
having credentials formally or legally recognized by potential employers in the United
States.
To provide insights into challenges specific to different professions, the thesis will
comparatively examine the healthcare and engineering sectors. The healthcare sector
comprises approximately 20% of the U.S. GDP, and is increasingly vital for the state of
Maine as its population continues to age. Engineering is a rapidly growing field with
many technological advances and job opportunities. Both fields present very different
challenges to foreign-born workers coming to the United States with credentials from
other countries, and these will be investigated to demonstrate the vast range of
experiences these workers can have based on their desired career.
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The thesis will focus on how different factors impact the experiences of
immigrants, and on possible solutions through policy recommendations at the local and
state levels. These recommendations will include ways to fill in gaps in education and
professional training for immigrants, provide career guidance services, increase
professional English proficiency, and combat bias on the employer side (McHugh and
Morawski, 2017). The history of immigration and immigration policy will provide
background and context for original research through survey and interview data, while
the discussion and conclusion will address potential policy implications based on the
research results.
In addition to challenges faced by immigrants throughout the United States,
Maine presents additional obstacles. Between an aging workforce consisting of soon-tobe retirees, and a trend by younger individuals to leave the state once they finish school,
Maine is in desperate need of qualified individuals to fill crucial positions in a variety of
sectors and industries. The inclusion of foreign-born workers presents a solution, but only
if the system will facilitate their entry into the labor force, and provide a pathway to
evaluate skills and credentials so that they can contribute to the fields for which they are
qualified.
Following this introductory chapter, the second chapter will review existing
literature on the challenges faced by immigrants, for the country as a whole as well as for
Maine specifically. The third chapter will explain the methods used to answer the
research question, and present a comparative case study to begin the investigation. The
fourth chapter will present and discuss the data gathered through the survey, and the fifth
chapter will complete the investigation through insights from the interview portion of the
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research. The sixth chapter will draw on all of this information to present some
recommendations for initiatives at different levels to improve the situation for foreignborn workers in Maine and increase their chances of professional success.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE

Many immigrants come to the United States with skills or credentials earned in
their country of origin, hoping to reestablish themselves professionally in a new place.
The United States and its economy can benefit from the skills immigrants bring, while
offering an opportunity for the immigrants to make effective use of their professional
background and skills. This mutually beneficial relationship, however, often fails to
materialize as a result of various barriers to employment. A recent report suggests that
“[m]ore than 1.3 million college-educated immigrants are unemployed or working in
unskilled jobs such as dishwashers, security guards, and taxi drivers — representing one
of every five highly skilled immigrants in the US labor force. Their work in these jobs
constitutes a serious waste of human capital — one that can be addressed by both
immigrant admission and immigrant integration policies” (Batalova and Fix 2008, 1).
Changes in policy would improve the situation on both ends — employer and employee
— and lead to improvements in the economic and social environments overall. Akresh
notes that “[i]mmigrants and natives can both benefit from a minimization of
occupational downgrading. Immigrants would be able to attain better jobs and apply
their, in some cases considerable, prior experience and training, and a more precise
allocation of skills can lead to a more efficient labor market” (2006, 876). Specific
industries such as healthcare and engineering, which have experienced labor shortages in
recent years, can benefit from more available workers through proper credential
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recognition for immigrants (Yildiz, 2009). The review in this section will explore the
existing research and knowledge on different barriers to employment, both for the overall
U.S. economy and for specific professional sectors.
Research suggests that many barriers exist that prevent immigrants from fully
integrating into American society. These include, but are not limited to: lack of sufficient
English ability, unfamiliarity with cultural factors such as U.S. social standards and
hiring and employment practices, and lack of proper evaluation of credentials such as
degrees and professional training in a specific field. One recent report by the Migration
Policy Institute (MPI), an independent think tank that evaluates and analyzes policies
relating to migration at various levels, focused on barriers to being able to practice one’s
profession, specifically English proficiency, navigating cultural norms of the workplace,
and approval of skills and credentials both through demonstration and through official
approval by policy, the last of which is argued to be the most significant barrier (Rabben,
2013).
These factors, when present, can be especially significant in terms of obtaining a
job, especially in one’s desired field for which one has trained or been educated, or
within that field at a level appropriate to existing skills. Below, this thesis will investigate
evidence in the existing literature about barriers to employment and integration for
immigrant workers. The impact of English skills, or the lack thereof, on immigrants’
success in integration and securing employment will be explored through literature first.
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Impact of English ability on the employment prospects of immigrants
Knowledge of English is a commonly cited factor that can help an immigrant
significantly on the path to successful integration, while the lack of English skills can be
a hindrance to performing daily activities in society. This is especially true for
maintaining one’s occupational status, since “regardless of place of birth, workers with
limited English skills are twice as likely to work in unskilled occupations as their
English-proficient counterparts” (Batalova and Fix 2008, 35). The ability to communicate
effectively is a crucial skill for any professional, and a language barrier can prevent
immigrants from being hired for a position in their field for which they would otherwise
be qualified in terms of skills.
Specific barriers to employment for immigrants in Maine’s economy include
limited English skills or a strong accent, even for entry-level jobs (Dickstein et al. 2016,
22). Recently migrated Maine college students participating in a focus group mentioned
that education was important for them to obtain a degree in their desired career field,
while adult learners mentioned the opportunity of education for their children, as well as
English language education, as important factors in improving their chances for
integration. However, “[a]dult learners at PAE [Portland Adult Education] indicated the
need to adjust their professional expectations in a new country. Many of the focus group
participants had a bachelor’s degree or above from another country, but they consistently
spoke of the inability to find jobs in their profession and the need to start with entry-level
positions” (Dickstein et al. 2016, 18). Professional requirements that can only be fulfilled
through U.S.-gained credentials are a significant hindrance to obtaining employment in a
desired field for new Mainers.
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Besides basic English skills needed to navigate the U.S. job market, many
industries such as healthcare require highly specific technical vocabulary — for passing
exams, practicing the profession, or both — that is rarely covered in a standard language
course (McHugh and Morawski 2017, 7-8). The few specialized courses have limited
capacity. The lack of necessary English skills, general and specific, hinders oral and
written communication. However, communication through a wider range of appropriate
social behaviors is often challenging for new Mainers who may be unfamiliar with U.S.
cultural norms and expectations. This review will now shift from a focus on English
skills to examine other “soft skills” before addressing the role of social capital in the
labor market integration of immigrants.
Lack of soft skills and social capital as barriers to employment
Developing “soft skills” is essential for immigrants looking to reestablish
themselves professionally in the United States. McHugh and Moraski note that these soft
skills could include “... learning job search and interview skills, and strengthening their
understanding of U.S. workplace norms and expectations. For example, in job markets
outside the United States, resumes often include a photo, marital status, or other
information considered inappropriate on a U.S. resume” (2017, 8). Standards for
interviews are often different in the United States than in an applicant’s country of origin.
Phone interviews can be especially challenging for individuals with a limited English
capability, and in-person interviews can be intimidating for those unfamiliar with U.S.
social customs. Dickstein and co-authors note that “[c]ultural nuances around eye
contact, smiles, voice volume, and handshakes can make or break an interview” (2016,
23-24). The application process itself can pose a challenge as well. The U.S.-specific and
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technological job application process is often a barrier to immigrants seeking
employment (Dickstein et al. 2016, 5). This includes difficulties with the application
process taking place online when many individuals do not have the necessary computer
skills to do so, difficulties finding jobs to apply to that may match an individual’s skills,
and challenges in the interview process.
However, immigrants face additional challenges beyond developing these social
connections. Research suggests that “[f]oreign-trained immigrants also typically lack
social capital in the United States, notably in the form of professional networks that can
help identify employment opportunities, serve as references, or provide mentorship”
(McHugh and Morawski 2017, 8). Many advantages U.S.-born workers take for granted
and rely on while searching for jobs are unavailable for immigrants who have not lived in
the country long enough to develop the necessary relationships to get a foot in the door.
Immigrants encounter a range of challenges “associated with isolation and a lack of
networks through which they may be made aware of job openings. They may be
unfamiliar with American job search techniques” (Creticos et al. 2006, 31). These include
knowledge of the professional pathways to jobs for which they may be qualified, as well
as aforementioned nuances in how to communicate appropriately with potential
employers and how to promote themselves as the best candidate for a position.
Furthermore, while some barriers stem from a mismatch between an immigrant’s
language skills and cultural literacy in a new country and the existing standards, some are
a result of structural issues within the U.S. employment system. In addition to the
language barrier, other factors present challenges to integration for immigrants who are
unfamiliar with U.S. cultural expectations, such as:
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… unfamiliarity navigating the job market in the United States, lack of
professional networks, and the complexity and expense of recertifying in
their professions. [Immigrants] also have to cope with a lack of clear and
centralized information on professional career pathways in the U.S., and a
workforce development system focused more on entry-level jobs than
long-term career planning… Nationally, 25 percent of foreign born
residents who obtained degrees from outside the United States are malemployed, compared to 17.9 percent of U.S. trained counterparts. (New
Americans Integration Institute 2014, 1)
The lack of English skills as well as several other significant challenges more closely
related to navigating U.S. employment culture likely contribute to this imbalance. In
addition, issues such as lack of prior U.S. work experience, lack of transportation,
difficulty transitioning from temporary to full-time work, higher-education financial
challenges, and racism and discrimination can all prevent immigrants from attaining jobs
in their professions (Dickstein et al. 2016). Some of these challenges will be explored
further in the following sections, moving on to credential evaluation first since additional
difficulties in having credentials formally recognized can hinder immigrants in their
integration into the labor force.
Impact of credentialing as a barrier to employment
Research suggests that the needs to meet licensing requirements for certain
professional positions and fill gaps in education and training present significant barriers
to employment faced by immigrant professionals (McHugh and Morawksi 2017). In
particular, “the dispersed nature of licensing authorities and the protectionist tendencies
of professional associations can lead to poorly designed and unnecessarily rigid
regulations that block well-qualified individuals from re-entering their fields while
serving no apparent consumer interest” (McHugh and Morawski 2017, 30). Compared to
other countries, “the U.S. has a very decentralized framework of workforce development
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institutions and no nationally established standards for evaluating and recognizing
educational credentials obtained abroad” (New Americans Integration Institute 2014).
The disjointed and difficult-to-navigate system of credential evaluation across the country
does not include any national or federal standards.
This leaves the work of validating credentials up to state or local governments,
various professional boards related to a specific profession, or to the employers
themselves. As Batalova and Fix note,
...much of the legal and institutional authority to recognize and validate
education
and professional credentials lies at the state- and localgovernment levels and within private groups and professional
associations. What is missing in the United States is a national-level
coordination of the activities and standards applied by these various
groups … The current approach that many public and private bodies in the
United States take typically assumes that other countries’ educational and
training programs are inferior. As a result, internationally trained
candidates must assume the burden of proving that their coursework or
skills should be accepted (2008, 34).
This unfortunate reality adds strain to individuals who are already applying for
competitive, high-skilled positions and competing with native workers who hold distinct
advantages.
If the degrees or certificates of immigrants are not recognized, they either must
accept low-skill, likely low-paying jobs, or undergo the process of recertification, which
often entails a significant amount of time and money. The verification of diplomas and
other documents representing credentials is one of the most time-intensive parts of the
credential evaluation process. This process lacks any centralized regulation and the
intensity with which individuals’ credentials are evaluated can vary from region to
region, profession to profession. Yet Yildiz notes that “...when conducted according to
strict procedures, verification can greatly strengthen immigrants’ prospects when
12

applying for jobs, education, or licensing. Strict verification procedures increase the
confidence of employers, schools and licensing boards in the veracity of foreign
credential evaluations” (Yildiz 2009). The current system, or lack thereof, often fails to
provide such confidence, however, leaving foreign-born professionals at a severe
disadvantage when attempting to recover their professional status.
Credential evaluation is inefficient at best, since there is no established
standardized system, and the process is complex and time-consuming. An employer or
licensing organization must have knowledge of comparative education and international
systems of education, and the ability to maintain contact with those educational systems
and the institutions within them, as well as have access to the proper resources, in order
to make sure credential documents are evaluated accurately. A recent study notes that
“[i]nadequacies in each of these areas are frequently cited by licensing bodies as their
reason for not evaluating prior learning either at all or in anything more than a cursory
manner” (Creticos et al. 2006, 32). So the lack of time and desire to be inconvenienced
on the part of the employer can be the deciding factor in whether an individual is able to
present themself as qualified for a position and provide documented proof.
Research suggests that the recognition of credentials plays a significant role in
whether or not an immigrant is able to have their skills transferred to the United States to
work in his or her professional field at the same level as in the country of origin. There
are differences between regulated and unregulated occupations in terms of their varying
standards for credential evaluation. Regulated occupations have boards or organizations
responsible for evaluating credentials in very specific ways, though they may be
confusing. Unregulated occupations have less rigid and formal requirements, and
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credential evaluation is left to the discretion of the employer (Creticos et al. 2007, 4).
This applies to differences between occupations that require a license to practice (for
example, in healthcare) and those that do not (often, engineering professions), giving
different people vastly different chances at success.
In summary, research suggests that the system of credential evaluation in the
United States is fragmented, without a single authority to oversee the process nationally.
Each state has its own procedures and requirements, which may be organized by
licensing boards, professional associations, or individual employers. These entities often
rely upon outsourced credential evaluation services, which “are independent
organizations that perform analyses of non-U.S. qualifications and issue
recommendations as to how a particular qualification compares to a similar qualification
or set of qualifications in the U.S. education system, labor market or the professions”
(U.S. Department of Education 2018). This makes the process time-consuming, difficult
to navigate, and less than efficient overall. The dispersed nature of credential evaluation
is an obstacle that can prevent immigrants from having their education, training, and
skills recognized and obtaining jobs in their field (Creticos et al. 2006, Dickstein et al.
2016, Rabben 2013). Next, the review of literature will give overview of the specific
challenges in labor market integration related to education, which can be considered a
subset of credentials.
Impact of education and prior U.S. experience on successful employment
In addition to professional credentials, education and the institution where it was
obtained are determining factors in occupational mobility for immigrants, shown through
several sources. A 2016 Migration Policy Institute report concluded that, “One key factor

14

associated with brain waste is whether immigrants acquired their university degree and
work experience in the host country or abroad” (Batalova, Fix, and Bachmeier 2016, 9).
Having a U.S. degree positively influenced immigrants’ chances of quickly regaining
their occupational status, with “[l]egal permanent residents with U.S. college
degrees….three times more likely to work in high-skilled jobs than those with a foreign
degree” (Batalova and Fix 2008, 2). Employers are more likely to accept education
records from the United States than from a country in which they have no background
knowledge and no way to reference or validate the credentials.
Among immigrants who have experience, education, and skills from other
countries, there are differences in how these will transfer and to what extent there will be
positive outcomes. Predictably, research shows that “[i]ndividuals from countries more
similar linguistically and economically to the host country are likely to experience less
occupational downgrading than those with dissimilar origins” (Duleep and Regets 1997).
Education within the United States, as well as English proficiency, are important factors
that help immigrants to overcome occupational downgrading and find a job in their field
that utilizes their particular skills. Another factor that impacts occupational mobility in
Maine immigrants is U.S. work experience, which often is a determining factor in
whether or not an employer will hire an immigrant professional for a job. This is
discussed below.
Overcoming employer bias is a key element in regaining occupational status.
Many employers, intentionally or not, are more likely to hire candidates for a job who
have previous U.S. work experience. Recent reports have noted that “...[e]ven in
professions that do not require licensure, the preference for U.S. work experience often
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leads high-skilled immigrants to seek entry-level positions, regardless of the extent of
their experience practicing abroad … On top of this, some foreign-trained immigrants
also report having trouble accessing entry-level jobs because they are perceived as
overqualified” (McHugh and Morawski 2017, 8). Having worked in the United States
before securing permanent status made immigrants more likely to quickly regain their
occupational status (Batalova and Fix 2008). Like education gained in the United States,
employers are more likely to hire candidates they know have proven their ability to work
in the United States, and are more likely to discount foreign work experience, regardless
of skill level. Unfortunately, this often leaves immigrants in a cycle that is hard to break,
since they cannot gain experience without a job, but are also less likely to land a job
without experience.
Conclusion: Review of barriers to occupational mobility
The existing research suggests that lack of English skills, lack of social capital,
inability to obtain credential recognition, and employer tendencies to discriminate against
non-U.S. education and work experience present discouraging barriers to labor force
integration for new arrivals to the United States, but policy actions can be taken to reduce
their presence as obstacles and help immigrants overcome them on the path to successful
employment.
The state of Maine presents specific labor market challenges, in particular an
aging workforce — by 2022 nearly 1 in 4 Mainers will be 65 and over — and a low
unemployment rate that makes it harder for employers to find qualified workers to fill
jobs (Dickstein et al. 2016). These challenges of employees aging out of the workforce,
and labor shortages that limit the pool of available people to fill positions, are intensified
16

in certain professions. In Maine, “Critical industry sectors such as healthcare,
professional, and business services, where jobs with high wages and career advancement
potential are concentrated, tend to face considerable challenges when it comes to worker
replacement. Maine’s growing healthcare sector reports 26% of its workforce over the
age of 55, and the professional, technical, and scientific sector has a quarter of its
workforce over 55 years of age” (Dickstein et al. 2016, 12). With concerns about aging
workers retiring in certain professions, there will be additional demand for qualified
professionals in these fields. A legislative task force recently found that “[t]here are not
enough doctors or nurses in Maine, and the state is also in need of more medical support
staff such as phlebotomists” (Leary 2017). This is one specific example of a statewide
labor shortage that leaves many professional sectors unable to advance and contribute
effectively to the economy because there are not enough workers with the right skills to
fill positions.
Skilled immigrants present a solution to this problem, as long as they are able to
overcome obstacles to having those skills recognized. Dickstein notes that “[n]ew
immigrants represent a critical source of the talent, entrepreneurship, and labor needed to
replace Maine’s retiring workforce … Immigrants can also grow Maine’s economy
through tax-base expansion, increased demand for goods, and business creation.
Immigrants are more than twice as likely to start a business than their native-born
counterparts” (Dickstein et al. 2016, 7). Young people might be leaving Maine, but
immigrants are coming, ready to put their skills to use and contribute to Maine’s
economy.
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Reforms to the current process of obtaining employment could benefit the state as
a whole, as “Maine can meet the rapidly growing demand for labor in the state by tapping
this underutilized resource, and strengthen the economic future for all Mainers”
(Dickstein et al. 2016, 4). Targeted reforms in several areas would benefit both the
immigrants attempting to regain occupational status, as well as their native-born
counterparts in different industries and the employers themselves. By streamlining and
simplifying the credential evaluation process, human capital would be more evenly
distributed and “brain waste” could be reduced.
This context informs the research question of how different factors affect the
occupational mobility of Maine’s immigrants and how policy can be changed at different
levels to address the issue. Much of the existing research focuses on the United States as
a whole, which is useful in terms of informing federal policy reform in areas such as visa
regulations or asylum policy. But different states have vastly different demographic
characteristics, labor market issues, and specific areas needing improvement that cannot
be generalized across the country, and instead require localized analysis to be fully
understood to the extent that the necessary reforms can be identified and implemented.
This thesis narrows in on the state of Maine and the unique challenges present
here. Specifically, the decentralized nature of credential evaluation as a barrier
necessitates examining specific professions to find individual solutions to understand the
issue at its foundation. To investigate this, the thesis will construct a comparative case
study of credential evaluation in the fields of healthcare and engineering. By combining a
case study with insights from Maine immigrants obtained through survey and interview
research, this thesis will provide new perspectives on the issues faced by Maine
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immigrants in terms of labor market integration and occupational mobility, and will
conclude by offering suggestions to address these challenges.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY AND CASE STUDY

This chapter will explore the research question by investigating through various
methods the different barriers to employment for foreign-born workers in the United
States, and specifically in Maine. The methodology for the thesis will be explained in
more detail to establish a framework for how data was collected through a combination of
a comparative case study, survey responses, and interviews. Then the most significant
data will be presented, analyzed, and integrated into a discussion that addresses the
insights arising from the data.
Research design and methodology
To explore the obstacles to foreign-born professional integration, a methodology was
devised that included a mixture of various investigative methods. These included a
comparative case study examining different professional sectors, survey research, phone
interviews, and in-person informational interviews.
The case study was constructed using information from existing literature, but
with a more narrow focus than the literature review. It encompassed both scholarly
sources as well as websites of professional organizations within the healthcare and
engineering sectors. The section on healthcare also included information from an inperson interview with a faculty member in the University of Maine School of Nursing.
As stated in the introduction, healthcare and engineering are important fields that
contribute to society in different ways, and as a result draw many foreign-born workers
20

who want to contribute their knowledge and skills. However, the fields also present
unique challenges to these workers and are worthy of investigation to determine the most
significant barriers as well as any possible solutions.
The survey was designed with a variety of different questions, encompassing
demographics, employment experiences, and information related to credentials held,
including skills and education (see Appendix). It was hosted through Qualtrics and
distributed online. The leaders of organizations that work with Maine immigrants, whose
contact information is publicly available on their websites, were emailed with a request
for them to distribute the survey to individuals. The survey was open to all Maine
immigrants aged 18 or older who had access to it. The participant group for the survey
included a total of 36 individuals. However, seven participants did not complete the
survey, many abandoning the survey after the initial consent question. This effectively
makes the sample size for the survey 29.
Low response rates to the survey, and to some of the questions within it, could
have resulted from a variety of factors. These include the researcher not being part of the
target communities or working with them directly; difficulties for the participants
themselves such as a language barrier; lack of access to a computer; lack of time to
complete a survey; or unwillingness to respond to potentially invasive questions about
their personal lives from an outsider. Though the survey results are interesting, the
difficulties with participant recruitment obviously mean that we should be hesitant to
utilize these responses to make broad generalizations about foreign-born individuals’
experiences with professional integration in Maine.
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The survey included a question asking participants to identify their profession. If
they chose healthcare or engineering, the survey presented them with an invitation to
learn more about, and potentially participate in, the interview portion of the research, as
well as provide contact information so they could receive information about the interview
and an opportunity to schedule it.
From the survey participant pool, 6 individuals identified themselves as interested
in being interviewed over the phone to discuss their experiences in further detail, and 4 of
these responded to a request to schedule the interview. These individuals were asked
questions similar to those within the survey, but in a more open-ended manner, allowing
them to speak with their own voices about what was most significant from their
experience. These open-ended personal interviews can supplement the information
gained in the case studies and the surveys.
Additional qualitative data was obtained from an on-campus panel event, and inperson conversations with participants. The event, titled, “The New Immigrant
Experience: Sharing Stories and Dispelling Myths,” took place on March 28, 2018 on the
University of Maine campus, and involved a public, open discussion between three
Maine immigrants and a moderator. Information was also obtained through conversations
prior to this panel. One was scheduled with a panelist in advance and resulted in a smallgroup discussion that also included two other recent immigrants with connections to the
panelist, and a Ph.D. student whose research was related. A conversation with a second
panelist preceded the event as well, although this was more open-ended and strayed from
the research focus on barriers to employment and professional integration.
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To gain insight into some specific challenges within the healthcare and
engineering fields, informational interviews were requested with representatives from the
University of Maine School of Nursing, and a UMaine engineering professor. Due to
difficulties with communication and scheduling at the end of a busy semester, the
interview with the engineering professor did not take place. The interview with the
nursing representative did, however, and provided information from the direct
perspective of someone with years of experience in the field.
These data provide insight on professional integration by newcomers to the state
assessing their own experience in relation to the challenges identified within the existing
research literature. In addition, the comparative case study of barriers to employment for
immigrant professionals in the healthcare and engineering fields enables a greater
understanding of variation by employment sector. This case study to follow will identify
specific challenges within each field and compare the ways in which they differ in their
effects on the attempts of foreign-born workers to obtain employment in these sectors.
Case study: Healthcare and Engineering
While some countries have centralized federal systems for credential evaluation
and transfer of skills, the United States does not. In France, for example, the healthcare
sector is rigidly regulated by the federal government, with no room for variation at the
regional and local levels. The country caps the number of medical students who are
allowed to advance to the second year of studies — a number that was increased from
4,100 in 2000 to 8,000 in 2011 when France feared there would be a shortage of doctors.
The French education system for medical students consists of eight years of study to
practice general medicine, and an additional three years for a specialized field. These are
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open to students who already have a baccalaureate degree. For those born outside of
France, the process involves additional requirements including submitting records of
education and work history, taking a skills test, and showing proficiency in the French
language. They face additional challenges once licensed to practice as well, since
“[d]espite some changes to their status thanks to a 2006 law, doctors with foreign
diplomas are often considered "second class" doctors. For example, French hospitals are
allowed to pay them less than doctors with French or European diplomas” (Boucq 2017).
The strict regulations and requirements, both during the credentialing process and
afterward, as it manifests as discrimination during practice, are a stark contrast to the
decentralized U.S. system of credential evaluation.
Other models provide a more moderate level of regulations on professional
credentials. In Canada, certain professions are regulated at the level of the professional
association rather than that of the province or the country as a whole. Research by Girard
and Bauder found that provincial governments do not regulate professions such as
engineering, law, or medicine and instead leave this to the professional associations
themselves. The authors note that,
...legal eligibility for employment in regulated professions hinges on
gaining acceptance into the corresponding professional association.
Foreign-trained professionals must have their qualifications and
employment experience assessed by licensing bodies which, in many
instances, conclude that the international credentials and work experience
of immigrants are unacceptable. (Girard and Bauder 2005, 1).
Many hopeful professionals who migrate to Canada to reestablish themselves in a career
are met with challenges surrounding skill evaluation and encounter discrimination against
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their non-Canadian credentials, as well as structural challenges. Unfortunately, “[t]he
social practices of regulatory bodies and of other labour market institutions have the
effect of excluding many internationally-educated immigrants from their former
occupations, forcing many immigrant workers into low-wage, unstable ‘survival’ jobs”
(Girard and Bauder 2005, 2). While the Canadian system of credentialing for foreignborn professionals is less strict than that of France and not universally standardized at the
federal level, it is still often more structured than the U.S. system.
This comparison of the U.S. system of credentialing with systems in other
countries serves to highlight the inherent potential of the U.S. system to be more complex
and difficult to navigate than other systems. Since it is more strictly regulated than that of
Canada, for example, there are more chances for obstacles to arise during the process as
any number of requirements could present challenges to those attempting to navigate the
system and have their credentials recognized. However, this complexity also allows for
more variance in reforms orchestrated by the state or the professional organizations or
employers.
Credentialing in the United States is done at the state or employer level, leading to
wide discrepancies across different locations and employment sectors. Different states
have different requirements for becoming eligible for employment, and licensing boards
have different standards in different states. Some occupations have more regulations than
others, and recognition of credentials may be determined by individual employers, or by
a third-party licensing organization, making the process more confusing and difficult to
navigate. Many healthcare occupations require a license to practice, while engineering
professions often do not. Because of its unique characteristics, the specific field of
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nursing was identified as being the subject of significantly more prior research than other
healthcare professions, making it appropriate for detailed analysis. Nursing has a
historically high percentage of foreign-born workers, and licensing boards at both the
national and state levels establish very specific standards that can be compared to the
standards established by engineering licensing boards. Given the relatively small amount
of research on credential evaluation and challenges to foreign-born workers in different
types of engineering fields, different sub-fields and specialties were all integrated into
one collective engineering case. These professional sectors will be analyzed in the case
studies to follow.
Healthcare (Nursing)
Immigration policy throughout previous decades has shaped the migration of
healthcare workers in various ways, specifically internationally educated nurses (IENs).
Since the initiation of the 1948 Exchange Visitor Program sponsored by the American
Nurses Association, IENs have been coming to the United States seeking work,
successfully and not. In the 1980s there was an increased demand for nurses, and low
unemployment rates led to a more favorable attitude toward immigration, allowing more
opportunities for nurses from other countries to practice in the United States. In response
to a nursing shortage, the 1989 Immigration Nursing Relief Act allowed nurses already in
the country on an H-1 visa with experience to become permanent residents, and created
the H-1A visa category for nurses in cooperation with their prospective employers. The
nurses coming in on this visa took positions that were undesirable for native nurses, and
accordingly were not seen as threats to employment for them. However, by the time the
policy took full effect the shortage was over and it was no longer necessary. The
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Immigration Act of 1990 created the H-1B visa tied to possession of a bachelor’s degree,
but this was not commonly utilized as most nurses were not required to have a bachelor’s
degree. The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), implemented in 1994,
created the TN visa category for non-U.S. workers from Mexico and Canada, for which
IENs could potentially be eligible. Immigration options for IENs were limited following
the post-9/11 increase in border security, but within the past decade or so, employmentbased (EB) visas have been the focus, though the process has slowed down and can take
years to complete (Masselink and Jones 2013).
However, while the process may be more difficult to navigate, it is not enough of
a deterrent for those wanting to practice nursing in the United States. Though the period
from 2003-2013 was characterized by limited visa opportunities, the workforce
consisting of IENs continued to grow significantly. Masselink and Jones note that,
“[s]ource countries will likely continue training nurses for the U.S. market regardless of
the immediate availability of opportunities for them, and IENs will continue to pursue
their ‘American dreams’ even when their visa pathways are limited” (2013). The shifts in
visa policy leading up to this stage have shown a continued interest by IENs for working
in the United States regardless of the accessibility of opportunities, the specifics of which
will be further explored in this case study.
The healthcare sector presents a range of unique challenges and barriers to
employment for immigrant professionals, in addition to those faced by all immigrant
workers. These include “a new system of treatment methods and protocols, vocabulary,
professional ethics, and workplace structures” as well as fulfilling a residency
requirement (Rabben 2013). The education standard in the United States of a bachelor’s
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degree in general science or another “pre-med” field followed by 4 years of post-grad
med school is uncommon in other countries, so it could be a factor in mismatch of
credentials and requirements for employment.
Certification requirements vary between specific professions as well. Pharmacists
are required to have a PharmD degree, nurse practitioners must have a master’s degree,
intermediate health professions such as physical therapy require bachelor’s or master’s
degrees as well as a license depending on the state, and “for technical occupations such as
phlebotomist or sonographer, training and certification are relatively quick, ranging from
six months to two years” (Rabben 2013). However, it is not enough simply to have the
proper degree to practice a profession; immigrants must also undergo an extensive
credential review process.
The steps to obtaining recognition of credentials in a field can be lengthy and
costly. Physicians, for example, must take a series of US Medical Licensing
Examinations (USMLEs) in a variety of areas through application of knowledge,
concepts, principles, and skills to obtain state licensure. These exams cost $500 to $1,100
each, a significant financial barrier in addition to possible language difficulties. To take
these exams, individuals must register with the Educational Commission on Foreign
Medical Graduates (ECFMG), an organization that specializes in evaluating credentials,
education, training, and skills of international medical graduates.
The credential evaluation process can be inhibited if the organization has trouble
obtaining records from the individual’s country of origin and the medical school they
attended there. The process from graduation to certification can often take over 4 years.
The ECFMG plans to establish standards for accreditation from foreign schools by 2023
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(Rabben 2013). Having a standard protocol for evaluating skills and credentials may help
reduce the intense time commitments required for relicensure.
Specific courses of study may be required to obtain certain credentials necessary
to practice in the United States. These are identified during the credential review process,
but “stand-alone courses that cover the material needed are often not available to students
outside a degree program. For example, internationally trained nurses sometimes lack
course credit in pediatric nursing; yet courses in pediatric nursing are often only available
to students pursuing a nursing degree from an academic institution” (McHugh and
Morawski 2017, 6-7). This means that if a trained individual is missing just one course
required for licensure, they must repeat the entire degree program to have their
credentials recognized and be able to practice.
In addition to specific coursework, formal training such as clinical residency is a
requirement for the qualification to practice nursing. Residency positions are often only
available to current students in a degree program and cannot be completed externally.
Additionally, the costs of such courses, even if they are available to non-degree track
students, can be a barrier to immigrants. Residency is time-consuming as well, both the
application and completion process, to the extent that, “The greatest barrier to
recertification of foreign-born and foreign-trained physicians is the Graduate Medical
Education system (residency) itself” (Rabben 2013, 6). The application process takes a
year, and immigrants face more challenges than candidates born in the United States.
However, “hospitals may recruit recently graduated, foreign-born physicians with
excellent academic records from outside the United States for certain residency programs
… [and] some analysts insist, however, that there is no shortage of residencies, but rather
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a misallocation of residencies among geographic regions and underserved areas, and
between primary care and specialties.” Once again, a significant element to the barriers
immigrant professionals face is organizational. Making the system more efficient and
consistent would appear to solve many issues.
Other challenges surrounding employment for foreign-born nurses include an
extensive credential review process completed by the Commission on Graduates of
Foreign Nursing Schools (CGFNS), a nonprofit organization that assesses and validates
the credentials of foreign-educated healthcare professionals to help them become eligible
for work in the country of their choice. According to their website, “CGFNS are the only
organization approved by the United States Department of Homeland Security to validate
the credentials of seven foreign healthcare professions for occupational visas,” and the
organization works closely with the U.S. State Department during the credential
evaluation process (CGFNS International 2018).
The organization must conduct a comprehensive credential review for the
individual, requiring documented proof of their English proficiency, and a passing score
on the CGFNS Qualifying Exam, as well as possibly the NCLEX-RN, the National
Council Licensure Examination, depending on the state. Altogether, this ensures that a
foreign-educated nurse meets the minimum standard requirements to practice in the
United States. Further proficiency standards are reviewed by the licensing board of the
receiving state. Often, foreign-born nurses whose countries of origin do not offer the
NCLEX-RN take the CGFNS exam prior to arriving in the United States, and then take
the NCLEX-RN once in the country.
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Proving a necessary level of English proficiency is necessary to become licensed
as a nurse in the United States. Bieski notes that “[t]o meet credentialing requirements,
foreign-educated nurses must pass approved English language-proficiency exams. Four
tests or combination of tests are approved by the Departments of Education and Health
and Human Services … The immigration process for a foreign-educated nurse is five
steps and takes approximately 1 year” (2007, 21-22). This extensive process is a
significant obstacle to foreign-educated nurses looking to practice in the United States.
Some steps have been taken in recent years to improve the system and streamline
the process of certification for internationally educated nurses (IENs). Singh and Sochan
note that “[t]he NCLEX-RN exams can be written in 19 countries around the world. In
fact, the National Council of State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN) often works in
partnership with home country nursing associations, regulatory bodies and educational
institutions in credentialing IENs” (2010). However, personal stories from IENs reveal
that the most common difficulty experienced in credential recognition was “related to the
difficulties in interacting with credentialing bodies and educational bridging
programmes” (2010). These experiences are related to policy implications that will be
discussed in the final chapter
The costs of credential evaluation, both financial and in terms of time, are a
barrier to employment for foreign-born and foreign-educated nurses. Preparing for and
passing licensing exams is challenging for individuals who may be surviving on a lowpaying job, for which they must miss shifts in order to take the exams or attend classes.
Overall, the process is lengthy and difficult to navigate, and suffers from a lack of
transparency. This encompasses both how much further education will be needed to meet
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the requirements and how much it will cost, as well as specific requirements for
documentation, and overall streamlining and standardization of the credentialing process
in a way that it will reflect the needs of individuals.
Using healthcare as a professional field, and nursing as a more specific case
study, this research suggests that the most significant barrier for immigrants trying to
integrate into the field is the initial licensing and credential process for entry. The
phenomenon of shortages in the U.S. nursing field compounds this, as more foreign-born
nurses attempt to become licensed in the United States, but are blocked from entry into
the field or have to wait longer than their native-born counterparts for employment. The
shortage and growth in the nursing field puts more pressure on employers and recruiters
who support scaling back restrictions on immigrant nurses, especially since U.S. nursing
schools are unable to take in a number of applicants because of a lack of resources (Aiken
2007).
However, increasing immigration has the side effects of reducing the number of
nurses in their country of origin, potentially creating a healthcare crisis there, and
reducing the incentive to improve education programs in the United States. Over-reliance
on foreign-trained nurses perpetuates the shortage in part by alleviating it temporarily
with imported labor and making it less likely that the United States will work toward
nursing education reform. And it contributes to the “brain drain” phenomenon in which
talented professionals leave their country of origin, where their skills are in high demand,
for a chance to practice in the United States, creating an imbalance of skills distribution
among the workforce and reducing the quality and availability of healthcare in those
countries.
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Debates over immigration within nursing profession
There is an ongoing debate over whether or not facilitating immigration of
foreign-educated nurses is a sensible move for the industry. Organizations such as the
American Nurses Association (ANA) oppose increases in IEN immigration, though they
initially supported it in the 1950s when it was identified as a potential solution to the
nursing shortage at the time. In recent decades, however, a representative for the
organization testified before Congress that, “ANA’s position on this issue has not
wavered. ANA supports the ability of individual nurses to choose to practice in the
location of their choice. However, we oppose the use of immigration to solve America’s
nursing workforce shortages” (Peterson 2008). This ANA representative argued that
using immigration to solve labor shortages actually increases the problem in the long
term by decreasing incentives for the United States to better fund nursing schools and for
the healthcare industry to make a conscious effort to retain domestic nurses. In addition,
it creates a “brain drain” taking nurses with valuable skills away from their home
countries, which are also likely suffering from a labor shortage in the nursing field. To
address this last concern, the ANA collaborated with other stakeholders to release the
Code of Ethical Conduct for the Recruitment of Foreign Educated Nurses, which “is
designed to increase transparency and accountability throughout the process of
recruitment and provides guidance to health care organizations and recruiters on ways to
ensure recruitment is not harmful to source countries” (American Nurses Association
2008). The code ensures that all parties involved are aware of the consequences of certain
actions and the expectations surrounding them to make sure that no one is at an unfair
disadvantage.
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Hospitals, on the other hand, are often in favor of recruiting and employing IENs
to work against the labor shortage. Besides the obvious benefits to increasing their
employee workforce to improve patient care and reduce the strain on already-employed
nurses, there are wider benefits as well. For example, “employers of FENs [foreigneducated nurses] and FENs themselves point to the advancement opportunities offered by
international nurse recruiting. Individual recruits and their families benefit from U.S.based employment as do nurses’ home economies through FENS’ remittances to family
members residing in nurses’ native countries” (Pittman et al. 2007, 6). The persistent
shortage and the practice of allowing foreign-born and foreign-educated nurses to work in
U.S. hospitals and other facilities has led to the development of a global recruitment
industry that continues to grow. Some critics have expressed concerns over this trend in
recruitment, since many agencies charge high prices for their services and exploit the
foreign-born workers who use them. Squires notes that, “[p]rivate recruiters may exploit
IENs by garnishing wages (sometimes as much as 50% of their salary) or locking them
into strict working contracts for years at a time” (2008). This type of situation calls into
question the ethics of such a strategy for recruitment.
The American Hospital Association has recommended domestic solutions to
combat the nurse shortage, including “[f]lexible staffing options and improved working
conditions, methods to simplify work and improve nurses’ quality of life, and fostering
more meaningful work … [as well as] federal legislative initiatives that are targeted at
building and maintaining the U.S. nursing workforce” (Brush, Sochalski, and Berger
2004, 83). These will take some time to solve the problem, even if all recommendations
are implemented at a level of full effectiveness, so in the meantime recruitment of

34

internationally educated and foreign-born nurses is still a prominently used strategy.
Recruitment and other issues related to the situation of foreign-born nurses coming to the
United States will be further examined through an interview with a representative from
UMaine’s School of Nursing, to follow below.
First-person insights into challenges in nursing
A discussion with a representative from the University of Maine School of
Nursing yielded the following insights about barriers to employment for immigrant
nurses in Maine. First, to clear up any misconceptions, she said that she thinks the term
“barriers” misrepresents the situation. The rest of her comments created an image of just
how complex the situation of nursing shortages and solutions can be.
The H-1B visa has been used as a solution to nursing shortages as long as she has
been in the profession. She mentioned that the current administration’s policies make
applying for an H-1B visa more difficult. There is a projected shortage of 3,200 nurses in
Maine in the next 5 years, meaning that the United States has not done a good job with
domestic workforce planning. The thirteen nursing schools in Maine do not have the
capacity and resources to fix this.
The 2008 recession played a role in the current shortage, since some nurses
remained in the workforce past retirement to be able to support their families, and now
that the economy has stabilized are retiring in record numbers. This phenomenon applies
to many healthcare positions, not just nursing. By 2022, the country as a whole will have
a shortage of 1 million nurses. Eastern Maine Medical Center, which is affiliated with
UMaine, has hired 170 new nursing graduates in the past year, anticipating the shortage,
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but has also recognized that this will not be sufficient and is opening positions to IENs.
However, this also drains talent from other countries that need nurses too.
To address the technical aspects of eligibility to work as a nurse in the United
States, she gave an overview of credentialing through CGFNS, which is described in
detail earlier in this section. Though it can be an obstacle to employment for some
individuals, she reinforced that credential verification is absolutely necessary, because
some transcripts are completely fabricated and must be identified and weeded out to
prevent those who are not actually qualified from practicing and possibly posing a safety
risk to patients. Many potential nurses, if they are unable to meet the requirements, end
up in home help agencies or long-term care positions. There are international aid
organizations that have helped disadvantaged immigrants evaluate their credentials, for
example if the related documents no longer exist in any form. These prove useful for
individuals who are honest about their skills. She said that for every challenge in the
credentialing process, there is a work-around, but that the system might present more
challenges to individuals coming from disadvantaged countries. She also spoke a little bit
about the vast complexities surrounding the issues and the debate over them — there are
always more layers to unpack and more angles to consider that will challenge
expectations of what the issues actually are.
Lack of fluency in English can be a hindrance during the licensure process, since
the NCLEX is a timed exam that potential nurses with native fluency struggle with. So if
an individual cannot think in English and must translate everything in their head, they
will be at a serious disadvantage. She thinks it is often the case that an individual was a
nurse in their home country and therefore thinks they should be able to be a nurse in the
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United States as well. But not all countries have nurse education programs of an equal
standard, and credential review is essential to make sure that nurses are fully qualified to
practice.
The overall goal is to improve health in the United States, and by extension
globally. This takes into account the effects of policy both on this country and others. The
optimal solution would be to improve the education system for nurses in the United
States, to reduce the shortage with domestic workers, thereby allowing other countries to
keep their skilled nurses for their own healthcare sectors. But she also thinks that if an
internationally educated nurse is properly credentialed, they should have the opportunity
to practice in the United States if desired and not be deterred by systemic obstacles.
Overall, some “barriers to entry” are necessary to make sure nurses are qualified and can
safely care for patients and that unqualified individuals do not dishonestly enter the
profession just to get a job, a point she made clear. But for those who are qualified, the
barriers could be less complex to navigate and the requirements for licensure could be
easier to fulfill to ease their transition.
The analysis will now shift to explore barriers to employment for immigrants in
engineering, an employment sector notable for its distinct differences from healthcare.
Through an exploration of a case study of combined fields in engineering, the differences
in licensure, education requirements, and cultural and systemic factors will be addressed
and then summarized as the two fields are compared and contrasted.
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Engineering
On the other hand, engineering has fewer certification requirements; in fact,
engineers with foreign experience can work in the United States without a license
(though having one would improve their chances of finding a job). A license also enables
engineers to advance in the field as "[a] large barrier for engineers, particularly civil
engineers, is obtaining the professional licensing necessary to lead projects" (Lopez,
Younan, and Tancredi 2018). But in general, the most significant barrier for immigrant
engineers, beyond securing legal entry to the United States via the visa process, is often
finding an employer to recognize his or her foreign-obtained credentials (Rabben 2013).
In the engineering field, licensing is governmental, while registered status can be either
governmental or obtained through an organization or company itself. Many engineering
associations favor membership specific to the organization or certification over licensing,
since there is no universal license required by the government, and because the many
different categories within engineering prefer to regulate based on the qualifications
prioritized in their specific field (The Council of Engineering and Scientific Specialty
Boards 2018). In some fields, such as civil engineering, individuals can work without a
license on certain projects or under the supervision of a licensed professional engineer,
but without that license their options are limited (Institution of Civil Engineers 2018).
Overall, the lack of a consistently enforced system for licensing or otherwise measuring
qualifications presents challenges to immigrant engineers attempting to navigate it and
have their credentials and skills recognized by employers.
Any engineer in Maine intending to provide professional services must be
licensed with the state. The National Society of Professional Engineers notes that, “[n]ow
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every state regulates the practice of engineering to ensure public safety by granting only
Professional Engineers (PEs) the authority to sign and seal engineering plans and offer
their services to the public” (2018). To maintain licensed status as a PE, individuals must
demonstrate that they are constantly maintaining and improving upon their skills in the
field. To obtain this license in Maine, individuals must undergo a multi-step process
involving:
• Providing transcripts from an accredited four-year university engineering
program;
• Passing the NCEES Fundamentals of Engineering exam;
• Gaining four years of engineering experience with “increasing responsibility”
and obtaining official approval from the employer;
• Obtaining five references, three of whom must be PEs;
• Filling out the licensure application and submitting it with the necessary fees;
• Passing the NCEES Principles and Practices of Engineering exam;
• Paying a final fee for the license itself.
Foreign applicants, in addition to fulfilling all these requirements, must undergo
credential evaluation by the National Council of Examiners for Engineering and
Surveying (NCEES), and “may have additional examination requirements,” which must
be determined by contacting the organization’s office directly (Board of Licensure for
Professional Engineers). This process can be extensive and time-consuming, as each
exam lasts eight hours and requires significant preparation time, especially for those who
have been out of school for some time, and the entire process can cost up to $2,000
(Institution of Civil Engineers 2018).
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Engineers who have been trained in other countries also encounter differences in
the technology, systems, and standards used in the United States and must take extra time
to learn that new, unfamiliar system. For example, 13% of foreign-educated engineers in
Illinois reported U.S. technology requirements as a barrier to employment, making it the
fourth most significant barrier for that group (Lopez, Younan, and Tancredi 2018).
Adjusting to a new system is a challenge, but is necessary for foreign-born engineers to
work within the field and become successful. While entry into the field of engineering for
foreign workers is relatively straightforward, advancement and gaining opportunities
through licensure is a barrier as a result of the lengthy, expensive process.
Visa policy can also significantly influence labor market demographics and affect
the chances of skilled foreign-born engineers in securing employment. The H-1B visa, for
example, allows skilled workers from other countries to perform in their profession in the
United States. Research by Rothwell and Ruiz suggests that “the H-1B program does help
fill a shortage in labor supply for the occupations most frequently requested by
employers. Most of these are for STEM occupations. Vacancies for H-1B positions are
hard-to-fill, and H-1B holders earn more than comparable U.S. native-born residents
suggesting that they provide hard-to-find skills” (2013, 1-2). So for STEM workers
intending to come to the United States from a different country, the H-1B visa provides a
path for them to come to the country and apply their skills. However, a proposed policy
change, which involves increased enforcement of requiring more evidence in cases where
information must be verified before an individual qualifies for an H-1B visa, could
present more challenges to these workers (Gonzales 2018). And the practice has other
implications for the U.S. workforce.
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Native-born engineers who are already employed could be retrained in a relatively
short amount of time, yet they are often overlooked in favor of younger recruits. “When
companies claim they face a shortage of engineers, they usually mean that they face a
shortage of young, relatively inexpensive engineers with the latest skills, even when they
have a queue of experienced engineers who want retraining” (Brown and Linden 2008,
22). This can in particular be a problem for Maine, since the workforce is aging and that
could lead to larger shortages of engineering talent. The retraining and skill evaluation
programs needed by immigrant engineers trying to advance in the field can also be
utilized in a similar way by older engineers whose skills quickly become obsolete Rather
than investing in workers already in the field, and facing a shortage of younger workers
with the appropriate skills, the United States instead looks to other countries to supply
skilled engineers. So visa regulations “can quickly increase or decrease the supply of
engineers and directly affect the bargaining power of engineers and their employers”
(Brown and Linden 2008, 3). This shifting balance between native-born and foreign-born
engineers is a constant source of uncertainty and stress for workers on both sides.
Additionally, many foreign-born engineers who come to the United States to work
are unable to remain for the long term. Brown and Linden note that, “[c]urrently, for
many foreign workers, the processing time to receive a ‘green card’ (i.e., permanent
residency) is longer than the six-year duration of temporary H-1B visas. Then, without
legal means to remain at work in the U.S., engineers with graduate degrees from U.S.
universities face the prospect of being forced to return to their home countries” (2008,
23-24). This creates further shifts in the labor market and can cause disruptions in the
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careers of engineers who have already worked to prove their skills and have their
qualifications recognized in order to practice.
Compared to statistics for the United States as a whole, Maine employs a much
smaller percentage of foreign-born workers in science and engineering (SE) fields, but
the numbers are also more variable. Between 2005 and 2016, the percentage of foreignborn workers in SE occupations in the United States varied between a low of 21.52% (in
2011) to a high of 23.42% (in 2015). Maine’s lowest percentage was a striking 2.08% in
2016, while the highest percentage, 12.10%, was recorded for 2009 (National Science
Board 2018). The increases and decreases do not seem to be correlated for Maine and the
United States, so factors impacting the employment of foreign-born engineers and
scientists likely vary significantly at the state level. This could suggest that there are more
barriers to employment for foreign-born engineers in Maine, or that there is less interest
from foreign-born workers to move to Maine for engineering. Equally likely is the
possibility that there are not as many SE jobs in Maine, and for the most part enough
native-born workers to fill them.
Overall, foreign-born engineers face several barriers to transferring their skills
and credentials to the United States and becoming successfully employed in the
engineering sector. While a license is not necessary to practice engineering, it is
recommended and indispensable for those who want to advance in the profession. The
application and testing process is lengthy and costly, with extra requirements for foreignborn individuals that can be difficult to navigate, in addition to the need to have non-U.S.
credentials recognized and transferred. Visa policy also affects the success of foreignborn engineers, creating conflicts with both native-born engineers and employers who
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attempt to use it to maintain a balance that would benefit their companies. Additionally,
the limited nature of the H-1B visa and the amount of time required to obtain legal
permanent resident status mean that often foreign-born engineers will undergo this
process and work for a few years, only to be sent back to their country of origin when the
visa expires.
The challenges facing foreign-born engineers and those facing foreign-born
nurses will be summarized and compared in the table below.
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Table 1:
Category of Comparison Nursing

Engineering

Licensure

A license is required to
practice.

A license is not required, but is
necessary in Maine and other
states to work on certain
projects and advance in the
field.

Education

Some parts of nursing
education, such as
specific courses and the
residency requirement,
may need to be repeated
in the United States.

Engineering does not appear to
have a course equivalent or
experience requirement, though
education is reviewed during
the credential evaluation
process.

English proficiency

English proficiency must
be demonstrated.

English proficiency is not as
crucial for engineering jobs.
For example, research shows
that the lack of English
language skills is not a barrier
to employment for Asian
engineers, nor is it related to
lower salaries (Tang 2000).
There are also lower levels of
English proficiency among
foreign-born engineering
graduate students, which could
impact their employment for
positions such as teaching
assistants, which require more
effective communication skills
(Matthews 2010).
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Methods and cultural
context

Adjusting to a new
system of methods and a
different cultural context
is a challenge. For
nursing, this may include
ways in which care is
given, as well as
surrounding cultural
norms involved in
interacting with patients.

Credential review
process

Credential review process Credential review process is
is extensive and costly.
extensive and costly.

Bodies that provide
certification or
credential approval

The primary authoritative
credential review body is
the Commission on
Graduates of Foreign
Nursing Schools
(CGFNS). Private
companies that provide
licensing services may be
utilized by foreign-born
nurses as well.

The National Council of
Examiners for Engineering and
Surveying (NCEES) regulates
the licensure exams and other
requirements.

Body that determines
licensing standards

There are two levels of
standards: one determined
nationally by CGFNS,
and an additional set of
standards at the state level
set by the licensing board.

Licensing is determined by the
NCEES, but employers decide
whether or not they require the
license for different positions.
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Adjusting to a new system of
technological methods and U.S.
measurement standards is a
challenge. While engineers and
nurses may both need to adjust
to new technologies, there is a
greater focus on this in the
engineering field and a greater
focus on appropriate human
interaction in the nursing field.

Average length of
credential evaluation
process

The credential evaluation
process for nurses is
highly variable depending
on the state in which the
license is sought. In New
York, for example, the
process varies between 35
and 39 weeks until
completion.

“A credentials evaluation is
typically completed within 15
business days from the date of
purchase,” according to
NCEES. But this is only
verification of the individual’s
degree and does not encompass
the time taken to prepare for
and pass both examinations,
which could take months or
even years.

Healthcare professions are more likely to require specific licensing and training
such as residency, while engineering professions are less likely to be as strictly regulated,
and engineers can work in their field without a license, although possessing one would
improve the individual’s chance of finding a job. Obstacles in healthcare are more likely
to result from industry-wide regulatory standards, while obstacles in engineering are
more likely to pertain to the requirements of a specific employer (Rabben, 2013). The
evidence emerging from this case study suggests that such different fields with unique
and disparate challenges require equally unique solutions to help foreign-born workers
within each field overcome these obstacles and reach their career goals despite systemic
barriers. These solutions will be explored in detail in a later section (see Chapter 6:
Recommendations and Moving Forward). The discussion will now proceed to an analysis
of the data collected from the survey.
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CHAPTER 4

ANALYSIS OF SURVEY DATA

In this chapter, data from the survey will be analyzed to construct a discussion of
the ways in which these barriers and solutions manifest themselves at the individual level,
going deeper than the sector-level analysis of the previous section. This narrows the focus
to the state of Maine as well as to the individuals themselves and their unique situations.
The data set for the survey consists of 36 responses. However, 7 of these did not
proceed any further into the survey than the initial consent question or the follow-up
“Were you born in the United States?” question. This effectively makes the sample size
for useful responses 29. This sample is too small to yield any conclusive results, and is a
representative sample for interest purposes that cannot be used to generalize about
populations.
Quantitative data: Survey results
The majority of respondents (65.5%) have been in the United States for five years
or less, so this sample group does consist primarily of “new Mainers.” This varies
somewhat from aggregate data published by the Migration Policy Institute, which shows
that the largest group of foreign-born individuals in Maine have been in the country for
25 years or more (38.8%), while those who have been in the country for five years or less
were not as numerous, comprising 23.6% (2016). Only one respondent indicated in the
survey that they had been in the United States for 20 years or more. However, this
divergence from statewide data can likely be attributed to the fact that the recruiting for
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the survey was done by contacting organizations that provide services and programs for
immigrants, and that these organizations are much more likely to work with new Mainers
than those who have been in the country for longer and are better established and more
independent.
The distribution of country of origin varied widely, but the top categories were
from Angola (5 respondents) and Republic of the Congo (5 respondents), and Burundi (4
respondents). It is surprising given the significant Somali populations in Lewiston and
Portland areas that none of the survey respondents were from Somalia, but perhaps this
points to a recruitment limitation that could be addressed in future research. Other
countries represented were Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, China, Colombia,
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Ghana,
Mexico, Romania, Rwanda, Tunisia, and the United States. Only 5 of the 28 respondents,
discounting the one who marked “United States,” 17.9%, indicated that they were from a
non-African country. The respondent who indicated their nationality as “United States”
but said they were not born here was a 56-65-year-old female who originally came to the
United states for safety, but has been here for 11 to 15 years and is a naturalized U.S.
citizen. She did not respond to any other questions after that. However, it seems that the
individual had been in the United States for long enough to consider herself “from” here,
especially since she is now a citizen.
The sample is not large enough to be representative, nor does it align well with
recent reports on Maine’s demographic makeup. In 2016, 16.2% of foreign-born Maine
residents were from Africa, while 30.8% were born in Asia and 21.7% were born in other
parts of North America (Migration Policy Institute 2016). This data set shows that only
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4.0% of foreign-born residents were from countries in Middle or Southern Africa, which
contradicts the countries with the highest responding rates to the survey for this thesis.
The most common reasons for coming to the United States were safety or related
reasons including “threat” and “asylum” (46.4%) and family reasons, including marriage
and that one respondent’s husband won the diversity visa lottery (32.1%). The diversity
visa lottery is a federal program designed to increase immigration from countries that are
not as well represented in U.S. immigration flows. It does so by extending the offer to
apply for green cards through the State Department website to those from countries with
low numbers of immigration to the United States in the past 5 years. One respondent
(3.6%) indicated that they personally came to the United States through the diversity visa
lottery as well. In accordance with these results where safety was the most common
factor driving people to come to the United States, many respondents were asylees
(34.5%). The next most common category was that of lawful permanent residents
(27.6%). Three respondents reported through the text box option that their cases for
asylum were currently pending. No respondents indicated that they were refugees, though
one respondent selected “prefer not to answer,” and one person was unsure of their
current immigration status. This is surprising given the significant numbers of refugees in
Maine, especially in recent years. The result could indicate that refugees are less likely to
be open about details of their lives, or that they are less likely to have access to a
computer, or adequate time to take the survey, or sufficient English skills, or a number of
other factors.
The distribution of occupations was interesting. The top three professions in the
sample were as follows: 37.0% reported their profession as healthcare or social
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assistance, 22.2% reported working in educational services, and a total of 11.1% reported
their profession as professional, scientific, or technical services, both engineering and
non-engineering professions. One respondent reported that they were employed in a
management role. With so many respondents in service professions, the sample differs
significantly from the populations of low-skilled immigrants often referenced in national
debates over immigration policy. While Maine has fewer immigrants that would fit this
category to begin with, the nature of the survey responses could have resulted from the
fact that those in higher-skill and higher paying jobs would be more likely to have access
to a computer to take the survey. Statewide data indicate that 9.2% of nurses and health
aides in Maine are immigrants, and 3.4% of STEM workers are immigrants (New
American Economy 2018). This aligns with the survey data in that there are
approximately three times as many healthcare workers as STEM workers.
When respondents were asked about their first job in the United States, responses
were more varied, with responses ranging from relatively low skill positions such as
certified nursing assistant and dental assistant, to entry-level or unskilled jobs including
babysitting, food service, and housekeeping. One mentioned work with a temp agency,
and two said they began as volunteers at Lewiston Public Works. The variety indicates
that there is often a change in occupation during an individual’s time in the United States.
Many appear to take any job, regardless of skill, just to start out gaining experience and
making money while navigating the process to a position in the career they desire.
In terms of education, most of the respondents had at least some college education
(96.2%), and 80.8% held at least a bachelor’s degree. These credentials were mostly
obtained outside of the United States — only 11.5% reported obtaining their education in
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the United States alone, or both in the United States and another country. This fits with
the characteristics of those coming to the United States as refugees or asylum seekers, or
through the diversity visa program. The average level of education for immigrant groups
in Maine surpasses that of the Maine population and U.S. population as a whole — in
2015, 34.1% of immigrants had at least a college degree, while 30.0% of native Mainers
had at least a college degree for the same year, and the corresponding national statistic
was 33% of adults holding at least a bachelor’s degree (American Immigration Council
2017, Ryan and Bauman 2016). This counters the prevailing public narrative of
uneducated, low-skilled immigrants overrunning the state.
The data do, however, show evidence of many instances of skill mismatch: of
those employed, only 19.2% of respondents indicated that their current job matches their
skills but is not in the area for which they trained, and 50.0% indicated that their job does
not require the skills nor the training that they have. This aligns with the literature that
has shown that immigrants to Maine often have difficulties retaining the same level of
professional status that they had in their country of origin.
In response to a follow-up question, 30.8% of respondents said that they needed
more training but were unable to obtain it, while 26.9% said they needed more training
and were planning to obtain it. Whether or not these respondents in fact had identified a
training program and were in the process of beginning it, or if they were simply being
optimistic, is beyond the scope of the survey. There were several text-entry responses as
well. One respondent noted that their education and training was sufficient, but that they
“would need more to develop and grow.”
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Individuals who indicated that they needed more training but were currently
unable to obtain it were redirected to a question about the reasons for this. The primary
barriers to obtaining more training were the cost (30.8% of respondents) and conflict with
work schedule (23.1% of respondents). People seem to be aware of training programs
available, with only 15.4% reporting that they did not know of any, but the survey results
suggest that the programs need to be more accessible in terms of both cost and timing.
An analysis of responses to a question about the number of years participants had
been employed in a paid position revealed that the average length of work experience was
8.5 years. This suggests that people had experience and were well into their careers, but
some hit a wall when they entered the United States and found that some of their
credentials were not valid, or encountered other barriers to continuing their careers. These
data show how many people were not at the entry level, and suggests that they were in
fact skilled and experienced professionals. At the national level, immigrants are more
than twice as likely to start a business as their native counterparts (Dickstein et al. 2016,
15). This propensity for entrepreneurship could arise from a higher likelihood among
refugees or asylum seekers to take the risk in starting a business, which may seem tame
compared to the risks present in a war-torn or unstable country.
Unsurprisingly, since the survey was in English, 73.1% of respondents indicated
that they were “moderately comfortable” or “extremely comfortable” communicating in
English overall. However, a number of respondents marked it as a significant factor in
occupational success, which is consistent with research. This is explored further below.
The most frequently reported barrier to employment was employers not accepting
qualifications and experience (62.5%). The next most prevalent barriers were
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discrimination (25%) and difficulties with English (20.8%). While these data reflect the
top-reported barriers in literature and from qualitative data, the ranking differs. English is
often listed as the most important skill to finding employment in the United States as an
immigrant, while credential issues are often secondary. However, given that the survey
respondents completed a series of questions in English, they are already less likely to
have difficulties with the language and would be more likely to focus on other obstacles.
The other barriers to employment, in descending order of prevalence, were:
employers offering only temporary or short-term job contracts, and personal or financial
constraints (both 16.7%); no legal ability to work or a limited ability to work (12.5%);
and employers offering a job but without a legal job contract (8.3%). Of the respondents,
16.7% reported having no problems finding a legal job; however, some individuals who
expressed this indicated that they had encountered barriers, which could mean they
interpreted the response as meaning they could simply find a job, though they may not
have been hired for it. Only 4.2% reported never having looked for a job in the United
States.
Most individuals selected multiple options for barriers to employment that they
had experienced. Two people did not check any of the pre-written options, but filled in
the “other” text box. One said that they had no work permit yet, which would be the
primary obstacle to employment regardless of other factors. This response was counted as
part of the 12.5% under “no legal ability to work or a limited ability to work.” The other
participant said that they were a volunteer, so this is a different type of work environment
to which some of the conventional obstacles to employment might not apply. One person

53

explained that when they came to the United States their English skills were not sufficient
to regain a position in their field, so they had to obtain training.
The distribution of responses among many different barriers suggests that the path
to successful employment has the potential to derail at many points and for a variety of
reasons. The presence of one barrier is often a factor in causing others to arise. A followup question asked participants to rate these barriers on a scale from “not significant” to
“extremely significant” (see Figure 1 below). Of those who rated the issue of employers
not accepting credentials or qualifications, 61.9% rated it “extremely” or “very”
significant. This again aligns with literature and other research. For the question on
difficulty with English skills, 36.9% rated it as extremely or very significant, which once
again probably stems from the fact that all participants voluntarily chose to complete a
survey in English, though the literature suggests that overall it is the most significant
barrier for immigrants. 26.3% rated it as moderately or slightly significant, while 36.8%
rated it as not significant.
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Figure 1:

Employers who offer only temporary or short-term contracts were rated as
extremely or very significant by 31.3% of participants, moderately or slightly significant
by 31.3%, and not significant by 37.5%, a fairly even distribution. Employers offering a
job without a legal job contract was rated as extremely or very significant by 31.3%,
moderately significant by 12.5%, and not significant by 56.3%, suggesting that it is less
of a prevalent issue than some other factors impacting the employment of immigrants.
Personal or financial constraints were rated as extremely or very significant by 50%,
moderately significant by 14.3%, and not significant by 35.7%. Lack of a legal ability to
work was rated extremely or very significant by 21.43%, but rated not significant by the
other 78.6%. Discrimination was rated as extremely or very significant for 42.9%, but
also as not significant by another 42.9%, a notable divide. The remaining 14.3% of
respondents indicated that discrimination was slightly significant in preventing them from
obtaining a job.
It is worth noting that for each barrier, the number of respondents who rated it
varied from 11 to 21, which gives some bias to the numbers explained above. Some
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people may have chosen not to rate factors because they did not think they were
significant, altering the true percentages, or could have skipped them if it was a subject
they were not comfortable discussing.
The most frequently reported resource utilized, for employment purposes or
otherwise, in a sample size of 24 was English lessons (70.8%). This is interesting, since
63.2% reported lack of English skills as a barrier to employment at any level of
significance, and only 36.9% rated it as extremely or very significant. This raises the
question of whether some individuals have been in the United States long enough to
develop their English skills to a higher level than what they had when first coming to the
country. Respondents could have been thinking in different time frames when answering
the questions, remembering simultaneously that they had made use of English lessons but
that as a result of this assistance, English had ceased to become a barrier when it might
have been earlier on.
The other top resources used by respondents were professional training specific to
the field, and help finding jobs and applying to them, both chosen by 41.7% of
respondents. Help navigating the U.S. job culture came in next, with 33.3% reporting that
they had utilized it. Only 16.7% reported using assistance finding housing, and only 8.3%
mentioned having a family sponsor. Two write-in responses under the “other” category
were volunteering, which could have been a bridge to a paid job, and frequenting adult
education.
The responses to the corresponding matrix on rating the importance of resources
in helping individuals find a job varied from 10 to 21 (see Figure 2 below). English
lessons were rated as extremely or very important by 81% of participants, and moderately

56

or slightly important by 19.1%. No participants rated English lessons as “not important.”
Professional training specific to the field was rated extremely or very important by 80%
and moderately important by 20%. Once again, not a single participant rated this resource
as unimportant. 68.4% of participants said help finding jobs and applying to them was
extremely or very important, while 31.6% said it was moderately or slightly important.
73.3% said help navigating the U.S. job culture was extremely or very important, and
26.7% said it was moderately or slightly important.
Figure 2:

There was a wider distribution for assistance finding housing, with 50%
indicating that it was extremely or very important, 28.6% indicating that it was
moderately or slightly important, and 21.4% indicating that it was not an important
resource for them. 41.7% of respondents reported that a family sponsor held any level of
importance, while 58.3% reported that it did not. One participant who responded “prefer
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not to answer” to the first question about resources notably continued on to rate English
lessons as “very important” in the corresponding matrix, despite the initial reservations to
answering.
All four top resources were marked as “extremely important” by many
respondents in helping them find a job, and not a single respondent marked them as “not
important.” These can be areas of policy focus, especially in terms of negotiating with
employers to improve programs. However, more research should be done to discern
whether the less-often-used resources (assistance finding housing, and family sponsors,
according to the survey) are as such because they are not as significant in improving
labor force integration, or if they need to be more helpful, effective, and accessible in
order to be worth utilizing. These also might not have as much of an effect on
employment, especially since many respondents were refugees or asylum seekers, who
are less likely to be part of family migration chains and to use those social factors as
resources.
The open comment section at the end of the survey yielded a variety of results.
Specific comments included experiencing difficulties with the credential evaluation
process. One respondent expressed concerns about their diploma from Africa not being
recognized in the United States. Another respondent mentioned that the education system
in their country is very similar to that of the United States, including the fact that classes
are taught in English beginning in high school, yet the individual still experienced
difficulty having the foreign degree and qualifications recognized here as valid for
obtaining a job. One mentioned the work experience they did possess not being necessary
for a job, suggesting that they were employed in a low-skill position at the time and
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wished to advance in a professional field. Another respondent said they had been trained
in the United States in their field and had over 10 years of experience, yet even after
applying multiple times for a job was told that they were not qualified and the job had
been given to someone else.
The lack of English skills as an obstacle was reinforced by a comment saying that
coming from a non-English speaking country was a big challenge and a barrier to
integration. Cultural factors had an impact on the experiences of the respondents as well.
Discrimination was apparent in a response that stated, “[t]here is a lack of relationship
and trust from the receiving community and business employers don’t want to develop an
understanding and cultural competency with immigrants.” One respondent had a more
positive outlook, focusing on the community and mentioning how beneficial it was to
reach out to other immigrants for “help, support and learning,” especially if they already
had experience in the country.
Still another mentioned being “very concerned” with their future in the United
States in light of changing immigration policy. Other law-related comments dealt
specifically with the workplace. One respondent mentioned being grateful for the
protection of EOE laws, because, “Racism in the workplace is a reality,” and said that
while most of their coworkers responded positively to immigrants a few are prejudiced.
One respondent was very openly critical, saying, “U.S. employers claim to be Equal
Opportunity Employers, but this is only theoretical. Very little or no chance at all is given
to foreign trained professionals, forget about it if it comes to professionals of color.”
An outlier mentioned not having issues with finding a job and experiencing a
“smooth” path to employment following a volunteer position where they demonstrated
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abilities, giving the advice to “prove that you can do the job. And believe in yourself.”
While this individual voiced a perspective from the “other side” of immigrants who
encounter relatively few barriers, if any, the majority of these comments reflect a mostly
widespread sense of frustration and dissatisfaction, with some exceptions.
Systemic barriers and overt discrimination are frequently cited aspects of life for
new Mainers coming from other countries, who seem to find support within their own
communities. The following are key takeaways from the analysis of survey results:
• The majority of respondents were from African countries and had been in the
United States for 5 years or less. Most held at least a bachelor’s degree.
• The most common reasons for coming to the United States were safety-related,
followed by family-related reasons.
• The most commonly reported professions were healthcare or social assistance,
and education.
• Half of respondents reported that their skills and training were not required for
their current job.
• For those who felt they needed additional training, the most common barriers to
obtaining it were cost and conflicts with their work schedule.
• The most common barriers to employment were employers not accepting
qualifications and experience, and discrimination, though there could be some
overlap between how these options were perceived by respondents.
Difficulties with English was rated as a significant barrier as well.
• The most common resources used were English lessons, job training specific to
a certain field, and help finding and applying to jobs.
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Several voices will be heard in greater depth in the following section, wherein data from
the interviews is presented and discussed along with information from the panel event
and group interviews.
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CHAPTER 5

INTERVIEW INSIGHTS

Qualitative data was obtained from several sources besides the text-entry
questions on the survey, including four phone interviews with Maine immigrants
recruited from the survey respondents, and a panel event titled “The New Immigrant
Experience: Sharing Stories and Dispelling Myths” that took place on March 28, 2018 on
the University of Maine campus, as well as separate conversations with panelists. The
panelists were Hamza Abdi, the skill development and language services manager at the
Immigrant Resource Center of Maine, who is from Djibouti; Abdi Iftin, an individual
from Somalia whose journey has received significant media coverage; and Angela
Okafor, an immigration lawyer and Bangor-area small business owner from Nigeria.
Several key themes emerged from this data — barriers, solutions, and some insights that
contradicted expectations — all of which will be discussed below.
Language and culture
Overall, participants in the informal discussion group agreed that language was
one of the most significant barriers to integration into the labor market, closely followed
by cultural differences. An example given was the 150-day waiting period for approval of
an asylum application, which does not realistically allow sufficient time for an individual
to learn English or fully adjust to cultural differences, yet they are expected to work
immediately after being approved. An example of a cultural difference is that in some
African cultures looking down is a sign of respect, while in the United States it would be
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considered disrespectful not to make eye contact with a potential employer during an
interview.
Social trends among immigrants can impact their likelihood to attain language
skills. A member of the discussion said that after having lived in the United States, she
can now understand how some people can be in the country for 20 years and still not
know English. In Lewiston, for example, immigrants tend to form tight-knit communities
that share a common language and culture, which can provide a sense of security and
belonging but also be a hindrance to integration and learning English.
At the beginning of the panel, Abdi explained how he began learning English in
middle school, earned his bachelor’s degree in Djibouti and his master’s degree in
France, and arrived in the United States in 2016 on a tourist visa and afterward applied
for asylum. He explained how everything can be an obstacle in terms of adjusting —
language, culture, even the weather, saying that becoming accustomed to snow was a
significant challenge for him. Abdi spoke to the pervasive fear and uncertainty that he
could be deported any day without warning. He said that English was the biggest
challenge, regardless of one’s level of job skills, even for professionals such as engineers
and doctors.
Also during the panel, Iftin touched on another challenge to integration, the
emotional aspect, saying that he was conflicted in both being “super happy” to finally
make it to the United States but also leaving his home and family behind. Iftin confessed
that he struggled psychologically even though he speaks English, and misses his family.
An interviewee admitted that even though she was not a refugee and did not suffer
trauma, and did not believe in culture shock, she did pursue therapy for some time while
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adjusting, and said there should be more conversations about these aspects of cultural
transition. She explained how many asylum seekers and refugees could benefit from
therapy, but are often reluctant to accept that type of help that is not part of their culture.
“It’s just such a sensitive thing, but everybody should first of all have access to it and be
willing to take it,” she said.
Though the interviewee came to the United States already speaking English, she
did mention having worked with people for whom English was a barrier; for example, an
older woman who received a work permit valid for 2 years but did not work, as she faced
multiple challenges including physical handicaps and never having learned to speak
English. The interviewee explained that the woman enrolled in adult education classes
but quit almost immediately, and that she later learned that the woman was semi-illiterate
in her native language, making it even harder to learn another one. The interviewee told
this story as an example of the complex and often surprising combinations of
circumstances that immigrants in Maine face. English was mentioned as having an
impact on employment by another interviewee who is a STEM worker, but it was more of
a secondary hindrance compared to having credentials and skills recognized by
employers.
Discrimination and stereotypes
A member of the discussion group mentioned that he had observed discrimination
in the work assignment process, as non-English speakers were automatically assigned to
low-skill jobs such as cleaning or putting up snow removal signs. Additionally, another
member noticed that seemingly only individuals from the Congo and Angola are assigned
to these jobs, which evokes a sense of the role of race in the assignment process. She
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commented that it was a good idea to allow individuals with neither English skills nor job
skills to gain work experience, but that those who did have professional skills but lacked
the English component were disadvantaged by having their skills “wasted” on an
assignment that did not require them.
Iftin mentioned during the panel that he was surprised to discover the American
concept of race based on skin color, explaining that Africans identify themselves based
on which country or tribe they are from. He was sponsored by a family, and told stories
about adjusting to Maine. His first job was in insulation, and when his coworkers asked
him, “Do you have civilization?” it gave him some perspective as to how different people
view each other, that they were not bad people but just genuinely curious. While this is
not overt discrimination, it stems from the same ignorance and assumptions that people
make based on stereotypes when they have not had in-person interactions with actual
immigrants.
Discrimination can be very obvious and impactful, whether it is intentional or not.
Continuing to study law in the United States, Okafor was disappointed by the lack of
encouragement from others. She said that because she was a woman and Nigerian, they
assumed she wouldn’t have a very good chance of passing exams. She was told it was a
mistake not to do a master’s degree first before law school, to become accustomed to the
U.S. education system. She was told that a course she was taking should be “an
experience” and that she shouldn’t expect to do well, but she again defied expectations
and passed the Bloomberg Aptitude Test (BAT), a standardized exam that measures
professional skills and financial career aptitude, on the first try. She continued to face
various forms of discrimination; for example, when she interviewed for a job she was
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asked what would happen if she got pregnant again. She was asked again, “Do you guys
even speak English?” to which her answer was, “Yes. British.” As an aside to her panel
story, she said, “With all due respect, Americans don’t even speak English.” Yet there is
still a sentiment of superiority that comes along with discrimination based on harmful
(and often false) stereotypes. At one point during the panel, Okafor wondered, “Why
can’t they realize that I’m human like them?” The concept seems so simple and
accessible when phrased that way, but centuries of systemic racism in the United States
are difficult to overcome through limited interactions.
“There is no race, there is just one human race,” Okafor said toward the end of the
panel, reinforcing her belief that before technical barriers are addressed the overall
attitude to those who are different must be adjusted, that Mainers should have an open
mind and realize that immigrants are not that different from them after all. In terms of
resources, she said later, “amenities are secondary to being a good person toward
immigrants.”
Abdi mentioned that a lot of people have misconceptions, giving the example of a
taxi driver who once tried to convince him, very seriously, that Africa is a country. This
also points to the fact that significantly more education and awareness efforts are needed.
There are lots of skilled immigrants in Lewiston who are simply looking for a better life,
and Mainers should try to help them and understand them, since he says if the situation
were reversed and the United States happened to be a war-torn country, then African
nations would take in their refugees.
Iftin agreed, saying that the first misconception is that immigrants came to the
United States to take, rather than to be a part of the community, and that this is assumed
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especially of people who are from Muslim countries. Iftin personally feels that America
has given him something beautiful, and that he is going to give back in return.
Okafor said she has found that American society thinks Africans aren’t good for
anything. She gave the example of a white woman who walked into her store one day and
offered to pay for her to go to cosmetology school so she would be qualified to work in
her business. Okafor was offended that the woman thought she was good enough to work
for her, presumably because of the color of her skin, but that she was not good enough to
own her own business. She said that people like her were in Maine to help grow the
economy, not to take jobs. “I am my story,” she said, saying that if anyone wants to know
about her they should just ask instead of making assumptions. “Africa is really a great
place. Yes, we have corrupt leaders, but so does every other country,” she said to put the
situation in perspective.
Programs for job training and other services
Some information about positive opportunities for immigrants, not just barriers,
arose through the qualitative data collection process, especially the group discussion,
which yielded the following insights. The Lewiston Career Center provides a three-hour
job skills training including assistance with writing a resume, understanding business
dress codes and workplace ethics, and other topics. The training takes place twice a week
for 4-6 weeks; asylum seekers do not usually take advantage of the program unless
directed there by General Assistance. Some immigrants receive assistance with food and
housing through DHHS, and in exchange are given a work assignment. These include
places such as Lewiston Public Works, and the soup kitchen at Trinity Jubilee Center,
among others.
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Credentials and education
Evaluation of credentials was identified by the discussion group as the third most
impactful barrier to employment. One group member gave the example of a credential
evaluation service wanting the African university to send documents directly to them,
regardless of the fact that some individuals might be asylum seekers from a war-torn
country that is unable to provide documents of any kind. In addition, cultural differences
also impede transfer of credentials when standards cannot be equilibrated. It is
understandable to have higher stakes for credential verification in the case of individuals
wanting to practice medicine, for example, though there are STEM field labor shortages
making immigrant workers more desirable in those fields. One person mentioned having
his transcript from Kenya evaluated through the University of Southern Maine, and
having many of the credits discounted. During the panel event, Okafor mentioned that her
transcripts are still in the process of being evaluated, nearly 10 years later, and are being
sent back and forth between New York and Maine. Abdi added that it is difficult for
Americans to fully understand the struggle. For example, a degree from the University of
Maine would transfer just about anywhere in the world, while degrees from many African
countries are not valid here.
Another individual, who was interviewed by phone, had been living in Maine for
several years and was employed, but held a bachelor’s degree in biology and technology
from his home country and had a year of lab experience. Despite this, he mentioned that
it has been tough trying to secure a professional job. The interviewee mentioned taking
advantage of assistance from a job agency. He worked briefly for a few months in a paid
internship with a tech company. He then mentioned going through a series of four
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interviews for a position in a research and development lab, but that he struggles and is at
a disadvantage as an immigrant who did not go to school in the United States. The lab he
wanted to work in requires a specific skill set and knowledge of certain standards and
other practical experience with which he is not familiar, having come from a different
country. The interview process includes a practical component. Having to adjust to
different equipment, different standards, and different methods is challenging. He thought
that he had a slightly easier time than some others, since science is fairly universal and
not based in any country’s language, but still found not having a U.S. degree to be the
most significant barrier to employment.
The individual was turned down multiple times and told that someone else who
had better skills had been hired instead. He also acknowledged the limited number of
technology jobs available in Maine, for any person. At the end of the interview he made
policy recommendations for educational and training programs to “support newcomers in
Maine.” He mentioned going to the New Mainers Resource Center in Portland, which did
help him and other immigrants a lot, especially with evaluating their degrees. But he
suggested that programs could be run by employers, who know what specific skills they
need in employees. These programs of study would be geared toward newcomers, to help
them catch up on basic skills in about 6 months and then be ready for integration into the
U.S. workforce, ideally with some familiarity with a specific company.
Another interviewee discussed the challenges of having her education recognized
in the United States. “For me that’s been a hassle, and I knew exactly what I needed to
do. But you need support from your country to get all your credentials in check and have
that evaluated,” she said. But for some other individuals she had worked with through a
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previous job, including refugees and asylum seekers, it is impossible to have contact with
their country to facilitate transfer of education, and they must repeat courses or entire
programs.
Legal barriers to employment
Within the group discussion, the topic arose of a challenge surrounding obtaining
a work permit, and the difference in situations for refugees — who can work right away
— and asylum seekers, who must wait for their application to be processed first. Once
asylum is granted an individual is eligible to work immediately, but otherwise they must
wait to apply for a work permit until 150 days have passed without a decision being made
on the application. This exception is crucial because, as the group mentioned, the current
wait for an asylum interview can be up to 5 years because of a backlog in applications. In
one group member’s personal experience, he had to wait the minimum 150 days, plus 3
months to receive a work permit, for a total of 240 days. However, group members
mentioned a recent change in U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) policy
that can make obtaining work authorization easier for people in certain categories who
need a social security number (SSN) in addition to a work permit. Beginning in October
2017, a “revised USCIS form includes additional questions that allow applicants to apply
for an SSN or replacement card without visiting a Social Security office,” enabling
individuals to apply for both an SSN and a work permit simultaneously, and receive the
SSN two weeks later (USCIS 2017). The group also mentioned that individuals used to
have to renew their work permits annually, but now must do so only every two years.
This not only relieves people of extra work annually, but also of the renewal fee, which is
free the first time but $340 after that.
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Overcoming barriers through individual agency
Okafor spoke about limitations placed on women in Nigeria, but says she defied
them and studied law anyway. She recalls the surprised reactions she received — and
continues to receive — from people in Maine, who see black people rarely, if ever. But
she clarified many times that she does not consider herself black, and not even African,
but Nigerian. At first, her experiences in Maine were “depressing” because she did not
know anyone and was very limited in what she could do, and that it took a while to find
people in Bangor who were welcoming. At the time, she was still struggling with
English. “I was good enough to be a volunteer, but I wasn’t good enough to be
employed,” she said. Okafor now has her own law practice, and started a market, but it
did not happen magically overnight. “I am that lawyer that worked in a dishroom,” she
said, referencing the difficulty in being officially qualified to practice her profession and
having to make ends meet in the meantime.
One interviewee, who also had a story about self-reliance, first came to the United
States on a J1 visa during her summer break before earning a master’s degree in political
science and European studies. She then moved to the United States permanently, and now
holds a position in a career with the potential for growth. She wanted to work in
academia, or work for the European Union, but came to terms with the fact that it was not
so realistic after all and “realized that I have to compromise and reinvent myself.” At the
beginning, the employment process was “trial and error.” At first, she was not able to
work while waiting for her permit. Before settling with her current job, she worked with
immigrant populations, as an administrative assistant at a lawyer’s office, and took on
odd jobs such as freelance translation and working at a grocery store. She noticed that in
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Maine the financial sector seemed to be a common choice and that such jobs “are just
what you do” here. This wording was a little unclear, and could allude to any number of
inferences, including that she thought finance was a popular field, a lucrative career
choice, a field in which it would be easier to find a job, or even a comment on capitalism.
Either way, she decided to give banking a try, but ended up not liking it very much. She
is considering going back to school for an MBA, or trying out other careers. “I think I can
do a lot…” she said. “I have the skill set that would help anybody be successful in any
industry.”
She was not aware of assistance programs when she came to the United States,
since there is not really an equivalent in her home country, and just tried to apply herself
since her opportunities were pretty open. In fact, she was surprised by the opportunities
and support available for those who want to utilize them. She did not think she had
encountered any specific barriers to employment, short of having to compromise the
career path that she had begun developing in her home country. But she says she knew
that would be the case coming in, and decided to just be flexible. However, through her
work in one prior job, she helped minority populations, people with disabilities, at-risk
youth, and refugees and asylum seekers. She spoke from this experience to what she has
seen of the experiences of others who might encounter more challenges. She explained
that people “get frustrated with just not being seen for who they are,” especially if they
come from a professional career in a different country. She said that it is “really hard to
put your pride aside” and that these feelings and experiences are often — though not
always, being careful not to rely on stereotypes — tied to a specific immigration status.
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One’s immigration status is often accompanied by a host of other institutional
challenges that not everyone faces, on top of cultural challenges. “So there’s frustration
around the bureaucracy, around attaining a certain status so you’re able to do something
here… that’s a very tough thing to go through, especially if you don’t have support as
you come in, as a refugee or an asylum seeker,” she said. From her experience, she has
seen that refugees are more likely to have entry level experience and are more open to
accepting any type of job, as long as they can work and make a living to support their
families. Asylum seekers, on the other hand, are more likely to have professional
backgrounds such as having owned their own businesses or holding Ph.D.s, she
explained. She mentioned a “pride component” for them, and continued to discuss the
difficulty in having education transferred, which was discussed in a previous section. She
concluded that “some people are set for failure just because of their expectations to begin
with, thinking that they’re deserving of things, and not having enough flexibility.” It was
this flexibility that enabled her to establish herself professionally in the United States
with relatively few issues.
A tale of rejection and persistence
One interviewee with a background in biology and chemistry was an assistant
professor in his home country, but it was not enough to support his family. So he became
involved with crude oil production in the United States years ago, but when prices
decreased so did available jobs. To aid in the job search, he worked with a volunteer at an
organization who helped him tailor his resume to U.S. standards and learn how to sell his
skills effectively. He was surprised to realize the difference in whether or not he heard
back about job offers when sending out his new streamlined resume compared to his
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more extensive African resume. He was looking into changing careers, and for the time
being ended up working as a caregiver. He found the job fulfilling, mentioning how it
allows him to help bring someone with a disability into society, and saying that one
person he worked with had recently gotten a shift job and he was proud. However, he was
simultaneously applying for higher-skill positions.
He applied for a patient access position and asked if it required training, receiving
the response that it did not and the company would train people once they were hired. He
received an email back saying that they had selected someone with qualifications closer
to what they needed and he was confused. He tried again, received the same email, and
began to think that something was not right. After the third failed attempt he began to
wonder if his pending immigration status was affecting his chances of success.
The fourth try was successful enough to secure him two interviews, which was
promising. He was told to wait for a call from HR, and when he did not hear back he
reached out and was told to check the spam folder in his email, where he found a fourth
rejection email that followed the same theme as all the previous ones — the company had
decided to hire someone who more closely fit the skills they were looking for. This was
confusing, since the company does provide training for the position but seemingly did not
want to hire him, for unspecified reasons. In the meantime, he decided to pursue
independent training in both medical coding and electronic health records. He closed by
saying that there are “a lot of immigrants here with a good background … And we
believe we can be involved in American society and give our best that we know.” He
spoke also to the discouraging process of being rejected again and again, and being on a
waiting list for training programs, which can discourage people who are not as strong. He
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was told by the volunteer who assisted him with his resume to just keep applying to
places, and a job will surface eventually. But he expressed a concerned sentiment that
perhaps he never would attain a job in his field.
Overall, based on the first-person perspectives of individuals, these were the
challenges facing new Mainers that emerged from the qualitative portion of the
investigation:
• Language was agreed upon as the most significant barrier to integration and
successful employment.
• Cultural adjustment emerged as the second most significant challenge to new
Mainers.
• The third most significant barrier was the challenge of having credentials
evaluated and recognized, especially those related to education.
• Emotional and environmental adjustment was also a challenge.
• Difficulty obtaining work permits can be an obstacle to employment, especially
for asylum seekers.
• Discrimination, whether intentional or subconscious, was mentioned by several
individuals as a challenge to obtaining jobs, since employers might view
them as inferior or less qualified for a job based on where they came from.
• However, some individuals mentioned that these challenges can be overcome by
believing in oneself, working hard, and proving oneself despite the odds and
negative expectations of others.
• Additionally, programs that offer job training and other resources can aid new
Mainers in realizing their career goals and adjusting to life in a new place.
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Many of these challenges and solutions emerged in the review of literature, as well as the
quantitative investigation, and were taken to a new level of depth and detail through the
first-person examples in this chapter. The next and final chapter will integrate all of this
evidence and draw final conclusions.

76

CHAPTER 6

RECOMMENDATIONS AND MOVING FORWARD

To synthesize the discussion and analysis up to this point, and provide some
conclusions, this chapter will recommend various solutions to these barriers faced by new
Mainers and ways to implement them for the most benefit.
State-level initiatives in various areas, including coordinating immigration
services and finding “ways to credential particularly high-skill immigrants more quickly”
(Voices of New Mainers 2015) would improve integration of immigrants in Maine. Some
other suggested policy actions that can serve as solutions to employment barriers include
providing tailored information and licensing guides, career guidance and navigation,
filling gaps in education and training, building professional-level English, developing soft
skills and overcoming employer bias, and addressing policy barriers (McHugh and
Morawski 2017). Programs and services designed to assist immigrants in overcoming
various barriers surrounding employment, such as language and cultural differences as
well as technical and legal obstacles, would make a significant difference in rates of
success for immigrants looking for jobs, especially in a specific field.
Actions and services specifically for employers to provide to employees could
address barriers to employment for immigrants at the point of breakdown itself. These
include workplace language programs, naturalization assistance, occupational training
that workers understand, assessment of foreign-acquired skills, human resources and
legal staff members who are equipped with knowledge about immigration laws, diversity
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management practices, and cultivating relationships with immigrant organizations
(Enchautegui 2015). Recommendations for policy changes and increasing awareness on
the employer side, added to programs on the community and individual side, would
improve immigrants’ chances of success even more. Some recommendations that are
most likely to have significant impact on occupational mobility for immigrants are
explained in detail below.
Improving English skills
Since the lack of a sufficient ability to communicate in English is shown through
literature to be the most prominent barrier to employment for Maine immigrants,
programs designed to increase English language skills would be a logical priority for
assistance. “For limited English proficient immigrant professionals, investing in English
language training is likely the single most powerful step an individual can take toward his
or her future employability” (Bergson-Shilcock and Witte 2015, 33). Countries such as
Canada, the UK, and Afghanistan offer special programs for immigrant professionals
including mentoring, vocational ESOL, and continuing education, which are rare in the
United States. This could be a potential area of improvement (Rabben 2013). While there
are some English-learning programs available in different areas, they are not always
available in a format that is directly beneficial to the immigrants and tailored to their
unique needs.
The courses that do exist are often more broadly focused on gaining a level of
English skills sufficient for basic communication in everyday life. While this is helpful
for navigating some situations, it often falls short of giving immigrant professionals the
highly technical vocabulary knowledge specific to their career field, especially in the case
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of healthcare professions. Programs that address these specific needs would be a more
effective way to help immigrant professionals regain employment in their field. For
example, a program called English Health Train, run by the San Francisco Welcome
Back Center, focuses on foreign-educated healthcare workers and helping them gain the
specific English communication skills necessary for their profession. “The lessons cover
topics that range from career pathways in health care and workplace expectations to
gathering patient information, using medical terminology, and handling challenging
situations with coworkers” (McHugh and Morawski 2017, 14). In addition to tailoring the
content of English courses to the needs of immigrant workers, adjusting the structure and
requirements to better fit with the unique situations of these individuals could improve
their chances of success. These adjustments include:
...integrating the disconnected fields of workforce development and
language learning, and making better use of distance and anytimeanywhere learning strategies. Many foreign-trained professionals, who
might need only a few credits to fulfill the educational requirements for
their licensing and professional exams, would benefit from fast-track and
affordable programs developed in cooperation with employer groups,
professional and trade associations, and colleges and universities.
(Batalova and Fix 2008, 37)
Adjusting the content of English courses to fill gaps in knowledge that are crucial for
passing exams and being qualified to work in the field would make these programs a
more effective resource for Maine’s immigrants.
Recommendations for overcoming social and cultural barriers
Social and professional networks provide individuals with often crucial assistance
and more opportunities for employment. However, immigrants, especially if they have
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not been in the United States very long, often lack these networks, which limits their
opportunities for knowledge of positions and professional support. Since there is a strong
correlation between social capital and improved financial situations, members of
organizations that run programs designed to help immigrants should focus on helping
them attain social capital. This will increase their networking skills and enable them to
search for jobs independently and effectively (Bergson-Shilcock and Witte 2015, 33).
One example of this is the Welcoming Immigrants Network (WIN), a group that “strives
to connect caring people and organizations of Greater Portland to collectively meet the
needs of our newly arrived immigrants” (Welcoming Immigrants Network 2018). This
network could be a helpful resource for new Mainers to create connections and discover
opportunities. Programs to serve this element of integration can include opportunities for
job shadowing, one-on-one networking meetings, mentoring, and short-term internshiplike positions to help immigrants adjust to U.S. job culture.
A possible avenue for constructing an effective network for immigrants to
participate in to further their career goals includes “labor market intermediaries” as a link
between immigrants and employers. These intermediaries would include counselors, case
managers, human resource workers, and more widely, employment programs and staffing
agencies in which different people work. All these individuals could work directly with
newcomers to help them adjust to the U.S. employment culture and help them find and
prepare for jobs through various services, which:
... include, but are not limited to English and pronunciation classes,
transcripts and credential evaluation, job-skills training, resume/cover
letter preparation, culture and workplace norms, education/orientation,
supportive services such as transportation and childcare, one-on-one case
management, sector-based training, internships, facilitation of network
opportunities, college counseling, and referrals to job openings. Many
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program managers develop relationships with employers and work to meet
their hiring needs whether through training, internship referrals, or inviting
employers to participate in job-skills classes. (Dickstein et al. 2016, 18)
This additional layer of contact between individuals could help address the unique needs
of those individuals, which are often overlooked by broadly applicable state or industry
policies.
Many job-skills training programs fall short of addressing the unique needs of
different immigrant groups. Often, resettlement agencies and job programs are focused
on helping individuals obtain a job as quickly as possible, regardless of the type of job
and the individuals’ career goals. As McHugh and Morawksi note, “[t]hese survival jobs
rarely provide family-sustaining wages and may trap skilled immigrants in low-paid
positions indefinitely rather than putting them on a path toward skilled employment and
higher wages” (2017, 6). A better system for career mentoring tailored to the unique
needs of individual immigrant professionals would help them navigate the U.S. job
market in their chosen field and evaluate all of their options before pursuing the best one
for their specific career. Members of such a system “must have in-depth knowledge of
the state-specific requirements of particular fields and an arsenal of effective, practical
strategies to help immigrants from a wide range of backgrounds and personal
circumstances stay on course — often a multi-year process” (McHugh and Morawski
2017, 11). After going through this process, some individuals may choose not to pursue
full relicensure based on the high financial and time commitments involved, in which
case the program would help them find a position at a different level in the field in which
they are experienced.
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Initiatives to improve credentialing methods
Career development and employment mentoring and guidance programs can be a
significant factor in the success of immigrants seeking jobs. Those who bring credentials
and experience from their country of origin face additional challenges in regaining status
in their profession, since having credentials recognized is difficult and often confusing.
Foreign professionals can take years to figure out how to navigate the system, and often
do not meet their career goals. Previous research has found that immigrants who do not
receive accreditation and find a job in their field within 5-6 years most likely never will
(Remennick 2013). Immigrants “are often advised to practice ‘career laddering:’
progressing toward professional certification by retraining while working in a lower-level
position” (Rabben 2013). These scenarios are not optimal, and efforts to improve and
streamline the credentialing process could help immigrants avoid backtracking in their
careers and becoming part of the “brain waste” problem as they are unable to utilize their
knowledge and skills in a particular field.
In their research, Girard and Bauder note that “[m]inimizing these barriers would
accelerate the integration of immigrant professionals into the national economy at a level
commensurate with their human capital and facilitate the transfer of skilled immigrant
workers to under-serviced communities” (Girard and Bauder 2005, 2). Though this study
is based in Canada, it mentions prior research addressing a theme suggesting that
immigrants are more likely to be successfully employed in smaller towns rather than
“larger gateway cities,” but since credentials are more likely to be properly evaluated in
these larger cities, the immigrant professionals cannot help fill positions in smaller
communities to offset their labor shortages. Its policy recommendations are broad enough
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that they can apply to the United States as well, and are particularly useful in thinking
about Maine, a state which has only a handful of very small urban areas. One suggestion
is to “[r]edesign licensing processes to remove social and cultural barriers;” but short of
that, “[g]overnments, immigrant service providers, regulators and employers must work
together to design programs which expose immigrant professionals to the social, cultural,
and language proficiency criteria upon which licensing and hiring decisions are based”
(Girard and Bauder 2005, 8). While the system of credential recognition needs
fundamental structural reform, a shorter-term solution could be facilitating a better
understanding between evaluators and immigrants as to what the requirements for
credentialing and employment are and how to meet them.
This confusion surrounding how to navigate the credentialing system and the U.S.
employment culture in general can be mitigated by programs that “[p]rovide information
to help newcomers navigate the domestic labor market and professional regulations;
Simplify licensing qualifications requirements and accelerate employment for eligible
applicants; [and] Offer partial licensing or conditional recognition to make pathways to
licensed professions more flexible” (Batalova, Fix, and Bachmeier 2016, 28). These steps
would significantly improve the chances of immigrants to integrate professionally and
effectively work toward their career goals.
Additional recommendations for immigrants include participating in short-term
methods of acquiring skills and credentials, such as “certificates, training programs,
workplace internships, volunteer experience” (Bergson-Shilcock and Witte 2015, 34)
rather than undertaking time and money-intensive programs such as repeating full degree
programs just to be able to say that they have U.S.-based experience. The federal
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Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) is designed to support programs
focused on education, training, and other support services aimed at helping adults find
employment and meet the criteria for securing a position. Bergson-Shilcock and Witte
note that “[s]ome short-term credentials available through these pathways [created by the
federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act] may be appropriate for immigrant
professionals who are seeking alternative careers or intermediate steps before relicensing
in their original profession” (2015, 34). While these programs do not evaluate and
recognize credentials earned in other countries, they can help immigrants on the path
toward retraining and obtaining new licenses or professional certificates in their
occupation field. This could be an option for individuals who are flexible about the
outcome of their job search. For those intent on regaining a level of professional
advancement in their field, more services such as this would be helpful.
Policy recommendations at various levels such as national, state, and professional
organization include “establish[ing] a list of recognized education programs operated by
foreign institutions, international examination opportunities, effective cross-references
and state-by-state summary descriptions of licensing processes for foreign-educated,
common license application form, and secure electronic portfolios” (Creticos et al. 2007,
4-5) as well as a “central information resource for state occupational licensing
information, mentoring, and credential bridging programs.” Organizing the credentialing
requirements and process and making them easier to understand at a standardized state
level would make credential evaluation more accessible for immigrants who need degrees
or other qualifications recognized in order to be hired for their desired position.
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Various institutions and stakeholders in the credential review and hiring process
could also assume some degree of responsibility in streamlining the process. To improve
the system, these authorities could learn more about the different types of education and
skills brought by immigrant professionals to the United States in order to help transfer
them to a new country’s employment system. The employers also could focus more effort
on “recruitment, employment, and retention” of immigrants. Batalova and Fix suggest
that “[t]o share the costs and best practices of credentials assessment, employer
associations and/or government agencies (e.g. the departments of Labor, Commerce, and
Education) could step forward to create partnerships with workforce development
agencies, credentials assessment services, universities, and other stakeholders” (2008,
35). Any policy changes aimed at simplifying or streamlining credential evaluation and
transfer for immigrant professionals would have to be developed and approved by many
parties, including lawmakers at state and local levels, members of licensing bodies, and
representatives of professional associations (McHugh and Morawski 2017, 17). More
coordination efforts are needed by all parties involved — government, employers,
assistance program leaders, and others — to make credential evaluation a more accessible
option for all immigrant professionals.
In summary, recommendations for improving the labor market integration
potential of skilled immigrants in Maine include:
• Programs to help improve English skills, especially programs specifically
tailored to the unique technical needs of different professions.
• Initiatives to help immigrants develop social capital and overcome cultural
barriers to employment, especially in the forms of forming connections and
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building networks; opportunities for job shadowing, mentoring, and
internships; and assistance navigating the U.S. job market and its cultural
nuances; all of which can be tailored to specific professions as well.
• Reforming the system of credential evaluation, both through streamlining the
process itself as well as making it more accessible, easier to understand, and
generally focused on helping immigrants transfer their credentials rather than
acting as a barrier to employment.
• Creating accessible training programs for immigrants to fill gaps in skills and be
able to meet the specific needs of employers.

By fully recognizing the skills and education that immigrant professionals bring
with them from other countries, making training accessible for instances where this is not
entirely possible, providing assistance with overcoming the cultural challenges associated
with securing employment, and focusing on critical English skills needed to succeed in a
profession, organizations and employers can facilitate the integration of skilled
immigrants into the workforce, benefiting both the individuals as well as Maine’s
economy.
Recommendations for specific professions
There are actions that can be taken in regard to specific professions, addressing
the different standards for credentialing within each. In the healthcare field, professional
boards, organizations, and programs could focus specifically on foreign physicians
already in the country and helping them navigate requirements of credential recognition,
with consideration for the additional challenges they face (Rabben 2013). For the nursing
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profession specifically, U.S. policy has had impacts throughout history on the distribution
between native-born nurses and internationally educated nurses (IENs). During labor
shortages in the nursing field, policy has been adjusted to allow more nurses to enter the
United States and become successfully employed.
… the number and representation of IENs in the U.S. nursing workforce
has increased substantially since the 1980s. Even as the United States
seeks to increase domestic production of nurses, it remains a desirable
destination for IENs and a target market for nurse-producing source
countries. Hiring organizations and nurse leaders play a critical role in
ensuring that the hiring and integration of IENs into U.S. healthcare
organizations is constructive for nurses, source countries, and the U.S.
healthcare system. (Masselink and Jones 2013).
As nursing shortages in the United States increase and decrease, the laws and their
applications change to reflect the country’s changing attitudes toward foreign-born
workers. These changes affect the social and economic environments of both the sending
and receiving countries of the nurses as well as the personal experiences of the individual
nurses themselves.
There is an ongoing debate over the value and benefits of importing foreign-born
healthcare workers, between the hospitals that support in-migration of nurses from other
countries to fill gaps caused by shortages, and groups such as the American Nurses
Association, which naturally opposes any policies that would reduce the opportunities for
native-born nurses to find employment. Research by Cortés and Pan found that “over a
10-year period, for every foreign nurse that migrates to a city, between one and two fewer
native nurses are employed in that city” (2014). Facilitating entry of foreign-born
healthcare workers is often marketed as a temporary solution, but hospitals might
continue to rely on it as a source of labor, which over time could reduce opportunities for
native nurses.
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Cortés and Pan’s research suggests possible solutions to this challenge. In the case
of nursing, foreign recruitment may result in displacement of native professionals
resulting from lack of resources put into improving conditions for them rather than those
for immigrants. The authors suggest that “...a possible solution could be to combine an
immigration policy that facilitates the hiring of foreign nurses in order to provide
temporary relief with explicit stipulations requiring employers to invest in initiatives to
retain native nurses” (Cortés and Pan 2014, 5). One profession cannot provide a
framework to generalize for others, or for the U.S. labor market as a whole, however.
While the study by Cortés and Pan uncovered displacement effects on the population of
native-born nurses as a result of migration, it also drew upon other studies to show that
there is no similar effect for science and engineering occupations. A 2010 article by Kerr
and Lincoln was cited explaining that short-term effects of H-1B visa reforms did not
noticeably reduce employment of native professionals in the science and engineering
fields. Yet each field is different, and must be analyzed separately in order to determine
potential ramifications of policy changes related to immigration and employment of
foreign-born professionals (Cortés and Pan 2014, 24-25). However, the action of policy
reform in one professional sector, if it proves beneficial, can set a precedent for reform in
other sectors.
In terms of policy reform, “initially targeting a high-demand industry such as
health care may attract support more quickly among policymakers, employers, and
licensing bodies. Lessons from more narrow efforts such as these can in turn be used to
inform subsequent reviews the state may undertake” (McHugh and Morawski 2017, 26).
If certain cases are successful and can demonstrate the positive value in taking action to

88

help immigrants overcome barriers to employment, other programs developed in the
future are more likely to receive wider support.
Current state of federal immigration policy
In light of limited opportunities for Maine immigrants who face challenges simply
entering the country, let alone becoming re-licensed to practice in their profession,
federal immigration reform would have an impact on this issue. In an ideal world visa
opportunities would be expanded, but a more realistic target for improvement is on
resources to help immigrants transition culturally, socially, and economically. Even being
able to enter the country in the first place is difficult, not to mention the additional
barriers to employment that come afterward. For refugees, the situation in recent years
has been especially challenging.
In 2016, the United States admitted 84,995 refugees, while in 2017 the number
was only 53,716, the lowest since 2007. Refugee admissions have been capped at 45,000
for 2018, the lowest since 1980 (Krogstad and Gonzalez-Barrera 2018). Refugee
admission was suspended temporarily in January 2017, with specific restrictions on
refugees from Iraq, Iran, Syria, Yemen, Sudan, Libya, and Somalia (Morello 2017). By
October, the policy had been revised to lift the blanket ban, but continue to admit
refugees from 11 undisclosed countries on a case-by-case basis (Miroff 2017). This was
only rescinded in January 2018. The Trump administration pledged to enact various other
immigration policy reforms, including cutting legal immigration in half and eliminating
the diversity visa program, which has allowed over 1 million immigrants to come into the
United States since its implementation in 1995. Additionally, there has been discussion
within the administration of placing limitations on the H-1B visa program, such as
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reducing the number of years for which it is valid (Krogstad and Gonzalez-Barrera 2018).
The situation for immigration policy at the federal level currently does not appear
favorable for immigrants, so the more realistic recommendations at the levels of the state
and organizations will now be examined.
Building upon existing initiatives
Several initiatives in Maine for helping foreign-born workers overcome
challenges and obstacles to employment were identified from research and data
collection.
One example of a program with good intentions but unforeseen challenges is the
University of Southern Maine, which has a transcript evaluation program that can transfer
education from another country to the United States. However, the cost of the service is a
barrier for many. So even when immigrants hold university degrees, if they were earned
outside the United States they may need to repeat their program of study in order to earn
a degree that would be recognized by employers. Having professional certificates
recognized is difficult in similar ways, and even a license for truck driving might not be
recognized if it came from another country, forcing an individual to retrain for the license
and suffer the cost of both time and enrollment and testing fees (Dickstein et al. 2016,
25). Regardless of the nature of the profession, or how long it took an individual to earn
credentials initially in his or her country of origin, the process of credential evaluation in
the United States is lengthy and confusing, presenting a significant barrier to those
attempting to regain their prior level of professional status.
Hamza Abdi, a panelist from the event and most recently the Skill Development
and Language Services Manager at the Immigrant Resource Center of Maine in
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Lewiston, teaches work readiness classes for new Mainers. In October 2017, he began
offering an extensive weekly training that covers topics such as how to find jobs, create
an effective resume and cover letter, and understanding aspects of U.S. job culture such
as safety rules and workplace ethics. His clients include doctors, engineers, teachers,
students, and other skilled individuals.
In 2011, the federally funded New Mainers-Refugees Workforce Development
Project was implemented in Portland and Lewiston to help the target population
overcome work-related obstacles. Specifically, the project’s intention was to “provide
work readiness training and job placement and retention services for up to 300 immigrant
and refugee community members” (Gartland 2012). The program provided assistance
with resumes and cover letters, filling out job applications, navigating the interview
process, improving English language and computer literacy skills, and finding the jobs
themselves. Overall, the program was very successful in achieving its specified goals.
However, there was noted room for improvement, especially in the areas of negotiating
with employers to reevaluate the hiring process and criteria for choosing employees, and
to have options for tailoring the program more closely to unique cases.
An example of an industry-specific training program for foreign-born workers is
the Cooper Union Retraining Program for Immigrant Engineers in New York City. It
consists of courses held during evenings and weekends in information technology and
chemical, mechanical, electrical, and civil engineering. Through these training programs,
combined with job placement assistance through workshops, networking, and other
initiatives, the program is designed to help immigrant engineers improve their skills and
reach the level expected by U.S. employers. They will become more competitive
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candidates for jobs and are then more likely to be hired (The Cooper Union for the
Advancement of Science and Art 2017). This highly-specified program is of the type that
should be created more often and in more areas to address the unique needs of different
populations in different workforce sectors.
Final conclusions
Through the investigation of this thesis, a number of challenges faced by foreignborn workers in Maine have been identified. Some potential solutions to these challenges
have been identified as well, and some have been tested by programs in other areas. The
question of how different factors affect occupational mobility of immigrants in Maine
was both expanded to encompass factors that affect other areas of life and influence
professional life indirectly, and narrowed at times to focus on specific case studies to
provide practical examples and illuminate the wide variety of manifestations of these
challenges. The accompanying question of how policy can be changed to address these
issues was expanded to move beyond just policy at a federal or state level, to include
community initiatives targeting specific groups in need of assistance.
The thesis did face some challenges in the process, most notably a small sample
size for the survey and interview data. A better approach could be taken to recruiting to
understand why the response rate was so low and what could be done to reach more
individuals. Perhaps some populations would have been more responsive, but could not
be reached because of a lack of connections within their specific communities. Some
clearly active organizations never responded to the initial request to distribute the survey,
signaling that they were too busy or simply uninterested. The latter reason could be
addressed by changing the language in the recruiting message and possibly tailoring it
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more to the goals of each organization to show that the resulting conclusions from
research could benefit their mission overall in providing assistance and guidance to
immigrants. The language barrier could play a role in low response rates, if individuals
were interested in contributing their perspectives but did not possess the necessary level
of English skill to do so through a survey. Access to a computer to take the survey could
have been a barrier as well, along with lack of time on the part of individuals who are
already probably very busy in their personal, professional, and family lives.
Future research as a follow-up to this thesis could focus more on addressing these
obstacles to recruitment in order to generate a larger sample size that could be more
indicative of trends in the overall population of immigrants in Maine. This could help to
compare with existing research to see if correlations arise between the country of origin
and specific barriers to employment such as recognition of credentials, for example.
Further research could focus more on solutions to these barriers and determining which
ones are more effective, which ones could use improvement, and which ones are the
easiest to implement for organizations and employers to have the most impact as soon as
possible.
Recommendations based on this research include improvement of the credential
evaluation system; increase in education programs for job skills and English skills,
especially those tailored to certain professions; improving social capital by reinforcing
community connections and providing opportunities for professional networking; and
efforts to involve employers directly in addressing these issues.
The demographic challenges in Maine, specifically an aging workforce and
younger generations leaving the state, will contribute to higher work shortages in the near
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future. Facilitating the integration of immigrants into Maine’s workforce will allow these
individuals a chance to work and apply their skills, both contributing to the economy and
building better lives for themselves. Approximately 20% of skilled and educated
immigrants in the United States are employed in positions that do not require those skills,
effectively wasting them when they could be put to good use (Batalova and Fix 2008). A
recently proposed bill in the Maine Legislature, LD 1492, would have provided support
for welcome centers for immigrants in Maine that would help them transition into a new
culture and labor market and transfer their skills to be useful in the state, filling any gaps
as necessary with additional training. However, the bill ended up on the special
appropriations table with enough support to pass the legislature but a lack of support to
appropriate state funds for implementation. It’s also questionable whether there would
have been sufficient support to override a likely veto by Maine Governor Paul LePage.
If Maine is to take advantage of this solution to a dire problem that is right at its
doorstep waiting for acceptance, organizations and employers must take some of these
suggestions to heart and implement them with the unique challenges of specific
populations in mind. The state’s workforce is already facing a dire future, so the sooner
those in power recognize the issue and act to solve it, the better. Ideally the research and
corresponding discussion within this thesis could serve as a resource for those individuals
or organizations invested in addressing labor market challenges in Maine and helping
Maine immigrants realize their career aspirations.
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APPENDIX

Survey Questions and IRB Approval
INFORMED CONSENT
You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by Cleo Barker, an
undergraduate student in the Honors College at the University of Maine, and Dr. Robert
Glover, a professor in the Political Science Department at the University of Maine. The
purpose of the research is to study the experiences of foreign-born professionals who
come to the United States with prior experience and/or credentials and face obstacles to
employment in their fields, and to inform policy changes based on this information. You
must be at least 18 years old to participate.
What Will You Be Asked to Do?
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to answer questions about your work
history and experiences finding work and applying for jobs in the United States in your
professional field. It may take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete the survey.
Risks
The only risk is loss of time and convenience.
Benefits
While this study will have no direct benefit to you, this research may help us learn more
about the experiences of foreign-born individuals in the United States and possibly
inform policy changes to improve experiences.
Compensation
You will have the chance to be entered in a raffle to win one of five gift cards ($10 value)
to local businesses for participating in this study. At the close of the survey, you will be
asked if you would like to be entered in this drawing. If you choose to be entered, you
will be redirected to a form to provide us with your contact information. Your contact
information will not be linked in any way with your survey responses.
Confidentiality
Your name will not be recorded or linked to any of the data. Data will be kept on a
password protected computer and destroyed by June 2018. The only people with access
to the data will be the principal investigator and the faculty advisor. Any identifying
information you choose to provide will not be reported in any publications.
Voluntary
Participation is voluntary. If you choose to take part in this study, you may stop at any
time. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer. Submission of the survey
implies consent to participate.
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Contact Information
If you have any questions about this study, please contact me at 207-939-8666 (or email
cleo.barker@maine.edu). You may also reach the faculty advisor on this study at 207581-1880 (or email robert.glover@maine.edu). If you have any questions about your
rights as a research participant, please contact Gayle Jones, Assistant to the University of
Maine’s Protection of Human Subjects Review Board, at 581-1498 (or email
gayle.jones@maine.edu).
1. Do you agree to participate in this survey?
a. Yes
b. No
Skip To: End of Survey If Do you agree to participate in this survey? = No
2. Were you born in the United States?
a. Yes
b. No
Skip To: End of Survey If Were you born in the United States? = Yes
Section 1: Demographics
1. What is your gender?
a. male
b. female
c. other
d. prefer not to answer
2. What is your marital status?
a. single, never married
b. married or domestic partnership
c. widowed
d. divorced
e. separated
f. prefer not to answer
3. What is your age?
a. 18-25
b. 26-35
c. 36-45
d. 46-55
e. 56-65
f. over 65
g. prefer not to answer
4. Including yourself, how many people currently live in your household?
[Text box]
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5. What is your estimated household income?
a. less than $25,000
b. $25,000 to $34,999
c. $35,000 to $49,999
d. $50,000 to $74,999
e. $75,000 to $99,999
f. $100,000 to $149,999
g. $150,000 or more
h. prefer not to answer
6. How long have you been in the United States?
a. 5 years or less
b. 6 to 10 years
c. 11 to 15 years
d. 16 to 20 years
e. more than 20 years
f. prefer not to answer
7. What was your nationality when you came to the United States?
[Drop-down menu, Afghanistan — Zimbabwe]
8. What was your primary reason for coming to the United States?
a. Family reasons
b. Job-related reasons
c. Education-related
d. Safety
e. Other (please specify) [Text box]
f. Prefer not to answer
9. Which of the following best describes your current immigration status?
a. I am a naturalized U.S. citizen.
b. I am a lawful permanent resident (green card holder) of the United States.
c. I am a lawful temporary resident of the United States.
d. I am a refugee.
e. I am an asylee.
f. I’m not sure of my current immigration status.
g. Other (please specify). [Text box]
h. I prefer not to answer.
Section 2: Current Employment
1. What is your current employment status?
a. employed for wages
b. self-employed
c. out of work and looking for work
d. out of work but not currently looking for work
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e. a homemaker
f. a student
g. military
h. retired
i. unable to work
j. prefer not to answer
2. On average, how many hours do you work per week?
a. Less than 5 hours
b. 5 to 10 hours
c. 11 to 15 hours
d. 16 to 20 hours
e. 21 to 30 hours
f. 31 to 40 hours
g. More than 40 hours
h. Not in labor force (retired, homemaker, etc.)
i. Unemployed
j. Prefer not to answer
3. What is your profession?
a. forestry, fishing, hunting or agriculture support
b. real estate or rental and leasing
c. mining
d. professional, scientific or technical services (engineering)
e. professional, scientific or technical services (non-engineering)
f. utilities
g. management of companies or enterprises
h. construction
i. admin, support, waste management or remediation services
j. manufacturing
k. educational services
l. wholesale trade
m. healthcare or social assistance
n. retail trade
o. arts, entertainment or recreation
p. transportation or warehousing
q. accommodation or food services
r. information
s. other services (except public administration)
t. finance or insurance
u. unclassified establishments
4. What was your first job in the United States?
[Text box]
Section 3: Education, Skills & Credentials
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1. How comfortable are you communicating in English (speaking, reading, writing)?
a. Extremely comfortable
b. Moderately comfortable
c. Slightly comfortable
d. Neither comfortable nor uncomfortable
e. Slightly uncomfortable
f. Moderately uncomfortable
g. Extremely uncomfortable
h. Prefer not to answer
2. What is your highest level of education completed?
a. No schooling completed
b. Nursery school to 8th grade
c. Some high school, no diploma
d. High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent (for example, GED)
e. Some college credit, no degree
f. Trade/technical/vocational training
g. Associate degree
h. Bachelor’s degree
i. Master’s degree
j. Professional degree
k. Doctorate degree
l. Prefer not to answer
3. Where did you obtain this education?
a. in your country of birth
b. in the United States
c. both
d. other
e. prefer not to answer
4. Do you think that your job in the United States uses the skills that you obtained in your
training and work life?
a. My job matches my skills and training.
b. My job matches my skills but is not in the area for which I trained.
c. My job does not require the skills and training that I have.
d. Other (please specify) [Text box]
e. Prefer not to answer
5. To be successful in your field, do you think that:
a. Your education and training are sufficient.
b. You should have more training but are currently unable to obtain it.
c. You should have more training and are planning to obtain it.
d. Other (please specify) [Text box]
e. Prefer not to answer
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Display This Question:
If To be successful in your field, do you think that: = You should have more training but
are currently unable to obtain it.
6. What are the main factors preventing you from seeking additional training? Select all
that apply.
a. You cannot afford it.
b. Training conflicts with your work schedule.
c. You do not have time because of family responsibilities.
d. You do not know about any training programs.
e. There is no course that meets your specific needs.
f. You have difficulty with English.
g. Other (please specify) (7) [Text box]
h. Prefer not to answer
7. How many years have you been employed in a paid position?
a. In your country of birth: [Text box]
b. In the United States: [Text box]
c. In any other country you have lived: [Text box]
d. I have never had a paid job
e. Other (please specify) [Text box]
f. Prefer not to answer
8. Have you experienced any of the following difficulties while trying to get a job in the
United States? Select all that apply.
a. Employers in the United States often do not accept my qualifications and experience.
b. I have difficulties with English.
c. Employers in the United States offer me only temporary or short-term job contracts.
d. Employers in the United States offer me a job but without a legal job contract.
e. Personal or financial constraints (time, costs, family, other responsibilities)
f. Discrimination
g. I had no legal ability to work or a limited ability to work.
h. I have never looked for a job in the United States.
i. I have had no problems finding a legal job.
j. Other (please specify) [Text box]
k. Prefer not to answer
9. How significant have these barriers been in preventing you from getting a job?
[Matrix]
10. What are some resources you have utilized during your time in the United States, for
securing employment or otherwise?
a. English lessons
b. Professional training (specific to the field)
c. Help finding jobs and applying to them
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d. Help navigating the U.S. job culture
e. Assistance finding housing
f. Family sponsor
g. Other (please specify) [Text box]
h. Prefer not to answer
11. How important have these resources been in helping you to find a job?
[Matrix]
Section 4: Other
1. Would you like to share anything else about your experiences in the United States that
has not already been asked?
[Text box]
Display This Question:
If What is your profession? = professional, scientific or technical services (engineering)
Or What is your profession? = healthcare or social assistance
1. On the basis of your survey responses, you are invited to participate in a phone
interview about your employment experiences. It will last for 30 minutes to 1 hour, and
will be recorded. All responses will be confidential, and your name will not be linked to
the information. You will receive a $20 gift card to a local business for participating.
Sample questions include:
• What was your main reason for coming to the United States?
• Could you tell me about your current job?
• What has been the biggest challenge or obstacle in establishing yourself professionally?
If you are interested in participating (or would simply like to provide us with your info.
so that we can enter you in the drawing for a $10 Hannaford gift card for taking this
survey), please click on the link below:
https://umaine.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1YOQOq7Xt6N6Dd3
NOTE: Your contact info. will not be linked to any of the survey responses you have
provided previously.
Display This Question:
If What is your profession? = forestry, fishing, hunting or agriculture support
Or What is your profession? = real estate or rental and leasing
Or What is your profession? = mining
Or What is your profession? = professional, scientific or technical services (nonengineering)
Or What is your profession? = utilities
Or What is your profession? = management of companies or enterprises
Or What is your profession? = construction

108

Or What is your profession? = admin, support, waste management or remediation
services
Or What is your profession? = manufacturing
Or What is your profession? = educational services
Or What is your profession? = wholesale trade
Or What is your profession? = retail trade
Or What is your profession? = arts, entertainment or recreation
Or What is your profession? = transportation or warehousing
Or What is your profession? = accommodation or food services
Or What is your profession? = information
Or What is your profession? = other services (except public administration)
Or What is your profession? = finance or insurance
Or What is your profession? = unclassified establishments
1. Thank you for your participation in this survey. For completing the survey, you are
eligible to be entered in a drawing to receive one of five $10 gift cards to Hannaford
supermarket. If you are interested in being entered in this drawing please click on the link
below.
https://umaine.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4IANxMwuqXqK7Gd
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